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ABSTRACT

As elementary teachers may serve as the initial advocates for students’ safety, basic
needs, and emotional well-being, research has pointed to teacher-student relationships as a means
of increasing successful experiences within the school setting (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Cook
et al., 2018; Pianta, 1999; Schafer & Barker, 2018). However, urban schools continue to be
disproportionately identified as contexts that serve as a nexus toward lack of opportunity for
student success, but a focus on teachers’ beliefs and practices for building teacher-student
relationships urban, Title I schools can dispel misconceptions (Delale-O’Connor et al., 2017;
Hornstra et al., 2015; Milner, 2018; Nieto, 2017; Schmid, 2018). This qualitative research study
provided an in-depth examination of three, White third through fifth-grade teachers’ beliefs and
practices for building relationships with students in urban, Title I elementary schools. An
integrated theoretical framework, centered on culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000,
2002, 2010) and motivation beliefs based on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan,
1985, 2000) and need supportive teaching practices (NST; Stroet et al., 2013) was used to answer
the following research questions: (1) What informs teachers’ beliefs about building teacherstudent relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools, and (2) How do teachers build teacherstudent relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools? Data collection included a three-series
interview process, with teacher-selected artifacts, as findings centered on teachers’ experiences
in an asset-based teacher preparation program, school-wide collaborative engagement with
colleagues, and responsiveness to students in the classroom for building relationships with
vii

students. This study has several implications for practice for urban, Title I elementary school
educators and teacher preparation programs. This study provided teachers with the opportunity to
share their experiences which is needed to clarify and expand the story of urban schools
(Schaffer et al., 2018). Highlighting teachers’ beliefs and practices for building teacher-student
relationships also served as a counter-narrative to deficit-based perceptions regarding urban
schools. From this study, the teachers benefitted from their experience by being able to identify,
examine, and reflect upon their teaching beliefs as well as their practices in building teacherstudent relationships that help to build the foundation for student success in urban, Title I
elementary schools.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION

The elementary years have been considered as a window of opportunity for student
success, meaning that the elementary years are considered a period of time for teachers to
deliberately take the initial actions to improve students’ outcomes which may last beyond
elementary school. When elementary teachers support their students’ success through actively
building teacher-student relationships, students may be more likely to experience academic and
social experiences that buffer adverse developmental experiences (Cook et al., 2018; Pianta,
1999). In order to reach success, teachers’ must remain responsive to their students, especially
across urban elementary school contexts. This phenomenon can be better understood by
examining teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with students in urban
elementary schools.
My interest in teacher-student relationships began during my first years of teaching in an
urban, Title I elementary school nearly a decade ago. The Title I school, which I will refer to as
Connections Elementary School, primarily served students that lived within the surrounding
local, neighborhood—rich in culture with close knit families. The school was founded on
providing students with a positive, impressionable educational experience to increase their
socioemotional and academic success. While teaching at Connections Elementary, I taught
various grade levels, from Kindergarten through fifth grade, and relished the opportunity to
guide my students’ schooling experiences, as the foundation of their educational journey.
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During this time, as I was enrolled as a graduate student throughout the years, I always
reflected on my beliefs and practices when working with my students. I always knew there was
more to be understood about the way that I engaged with my students, so I remained committed
to unpacking connections, and even disconnections, between my beliefs and practices.
I began to think more introspectively about what informed my beliefs that may have led me to
practices for being responsive to students. I wondered, ‘What was the golden thread that fueled
my passion to continue teaching at Connections Elementary School?’ I believed that I was more
intrinsically motivated to teach, as I experienced personal satisfaction and inherent interest in
building relationships with my students.
I strove to deliver engaging lessons and consistent, purposeful interactions with my
students to manifest a responsive learning environment to the best of my ability. For example, I
would visit places within the communities, collaborated with parents and other teachers,
facilitated differentiated and student-centered lessons responsive to students’ lived experiences,
interests, and needs. I also listened to students while demonstrating care and trust with high
expectations. In retrospect, there may have been a multitude of ways that I have yet to uncover
which made the process attainable.
Through my personal experiences with holding beliefs and enacting practices as an
urban, Title I elementary school teacher, I continue to recognize the complexities involved in
building relationships with students. Since teaching at Connections Elementary School, I
continue to admire teachers in urban school contexts as their experiences deserve to be
understood, nestled in an expansive educational system, with their voices and endeavors being
overlooked. Building upon my experiences, in this study, I examined teachers’ beliefs and
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practices for building relationships with students in urban, Title I elementary schools—serving as
a beacon for enlightenment within the field of education.

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth examination of third through fifthgrade teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with students in urban, Title I
elementary schools. This research was informed by an integrated theoretical framework, centered
on culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) and motivation beliefs based
on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) and need supportive teaching
practices (NST; Stroet et al., 2013). This study aimed to answer the following research questions:
(1) What informs teachers’ beliefs about building teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools, and (2) How do teachers build teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools?
These questions were explored through a qualitative research design, using an in-depth,
three-series interviews process (Seidman, 2006) with teacher-selected artifacts, during the 20202021 academic school year. Three teachers from upper-elementary grade levels (third- through
fifth-grade) within various urban, Title I elementary schools served as participants. During the
data collection process, I engaged in reflexive journaling as a metacognitive writing technique to
annotate my reactions, reflect on my experiences of the research process, and begin conceptual
notes (Janesick, 2007; Maxwell, 2012; Saldaña, 2015). The interview series was followed by a
member checking process based on preliminary data, concluded by my independent, hybrid final
data analysis process (Charmaz, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Seidman, 2006).
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Statement of the Problem
Educational experiences have long-term implications for students’ healthy growth as well
as their cognitive, linguistic, and socioemotional development as they transition into adulthood
(United Nations, 2018; United Nations Children’s Fund, 2014). Students’ matriculation through
school is encompassed by a vast array of experiences that affect their quality of life; educational
experiences are critical to the promotion of student learning and well-being. However, research
tends to focus on teachers’ and students’ outcomes in middle school and secondary grade levels,
with less focus on understanding elementary school matriculation which may have affected their
current experiences (e.g., Cooper et al., 2015; Civitillo et al., 2019; Dorman, 2012).
In the United States of America, over the course of 15 years, public school enrollment
has already experienced increased enrollment to 50.4 million, with the highest projected increase
of 36.1 percent at the elementary level by fall 2027 (National Center for Education Statistics,
2018; U.S. Department of Education, 2019). As elementary school enrollment increases, the field
of education must also be prepared for a drastic influx in changing student demographics
accompanied by differing needs for success, across several school contexts, for all students to
experience successful outcomes. Teachers will need to have an increased responsibility for being
aware of their beliefs and practices that nurture such achievement.
Thus, high quality, equitable education at the elementary school level will remain to be
essential for academic and social achievement for transitioning to middle and high school grades
(Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Boutte, 2012). Through research focused on teacher-student
relationships, more could be understood about the complexities of teachers’ beliefs and abilities
to provide equitable instruction for their students. Elementary teachers’ experiences with their
students become the foundation for how students interact with, appreciate, and respond to
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curricular opportunities in later grades” (Milner, 2014, p.745). Therefore, this study filled in the
research gap by providing an in-depth focus on urban, Title I elementary school teachers’ beliefs
and practices for building teacher-student relationships, which will serve to acknowledge and
examine the complexities and value of the educational experiences at the elementary level.

Changing Student Demographics
The educational system should aim to ensure that all students in America have access to
learning environments that fit their unique needs and prepare them for successful careers and
meaningful lives for global competitiveness (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). To promote
equitable opportunities for student achievement, it is important to consider that the population of
the United States will continue to become more diverse, with a projected increase of 25.3 million
to 28.8 million students from various racial/ethnic backgrounds by 2026 (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2019). Accompanying an increasingly diverse ethnic/racial population of
students is an influx of students living in poverty (Howard, 2010; Gorski, 2017). Therefore, more
students than ever will need to build a strong foundation during elementary school. Empirical
evidence suggests strong correlations between students living in poverty during early childhood
and lower-than-average performance. These relations begin in kindergarten and extend through
high school, leading to lower-than-average rates of school completion (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2019; United Nations, 2018).
In the United States, approximately 21 percent of all children (15 million children) live in
families with incomes below the federal poverty threshold, a measurement that has been shown
to underestimate the needs of families (National Center for Children in Poverty, 2019). Though
socioeconomic disparities persist among populations of students which may impact their path to
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success, an increased awareness of the shifting demographics of the U.S. population can help
ensure that educators anticipate the needs of their diverse groups of students (Frankenberg &
Siegel-Hawley, 2008; National Center for Statistics, 2019). Thus, high-quality, equitable
learning opportunities may be progressively more important given the rise of children living in
poverty (i.e., socioeconomic disparities) and an increasingly diverse student population.
Although schools in the United States serve students from various racial, ethnic, and
socioeconomic backgrounds, demographic shifts and challenges to provide high-quality,
equitable learning opportunities are often highly evident in urban elementary schools.

Urban Elementary Schools
The term urban is contested. As such, there is variability as to how urban schools are
classified in different parts of the country, based on characteristics associated with schools,
students enrolled, as well as the broader social context and geographical locations of schools
(Milner, 2012c). Therefore, it is important to understand that all urban schools are not considered
as Title I schools across the United States. For the purpose of this study, Title I schools will be
the focus, as Title I schools have higher concentrations of students from various cultural
backgrounds, have high percentages of students from low-income socioeconomic backgrounds,
and receive federal funding to assist teachers and students with resources for meeting
challenging academic standards (NCES 2019; USDOE, 2018). Title I school structures,
especially at the elementary level, may have a significant role in teachers’ beliefs and practices
for building relationships with their students, with an increased focused on student success.
However, few studies have included or identified schools as urban, Title I schools, especially
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without explicitly focusing on teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with
students (Cholewa et al., 2012; Eslinger, 2014; Rodriguez & Monreal, 2018).
However, urban schools continue to be disproportionately characterized as having large
bureaucratic administrations, dilapidated facilities, outdated and limited resources, chronic lack
of curriculum control, large class sizes, and a majority of students living in poverty within
segregated neighborhoods (Hudley, 2013; Schaffer, White, & Brown, 2018). Politicians and the
media often portray urban contexts through biased lens focused on disparities. Urban schools
have been assigned caricatured narratives that designate innate differences between rich and
poor, and often characterize individuals living in poverty as wasters, scammers, and losers
(United Nations Report on Poverty, 2018). These ideas have become accepted ideologies about
urban schools across the nation. This is unfair to the students they serve, which do not reflect the
complex dynamics of teachers’ and students’ experiences (Delale-O’Connor et al., 2017; Nieto,
2017). These biased view and treatment have led to misconceptions about urban schools. A lack
of shared understanding, definition, and language usage about urban schools and their connection
to poverty make it difficult to advance the work necessary to improve students’ life experiences
and chances to succeed (Milner, 2012b; Schaffer et al., 2018).
As a result, educational policies have not accounted for further understanding about
urban schools and remain focused on criticizing schools, including their students and teachers.
An overwhelming majority of attempts at reform, since the National Commission of Excellence
in Education’s (1983) A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform report and No
Child Left Behind Act (2002), continue to proliferate biased narratives about children living in
poverty and the schools that serve them (Duncan-Andrade, 2016; Gay, 2013, 2015; LadsonBillings, 2014). Rather than focusing on the enhancement of students’ educational experiences in
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urban schools, researchers have shifted from discussing joint destinies and shared responsibilities
to identifying individual culprits, where only certain children (i.e., poor students, immigrants,
and students of color) are ‘at risk’ (Ladson-Billings, 2014). Efforts are still being made to
renounce poverty as a ‘culture’, but rather a socioeconomic state of being or injustice (Dorman,
2012; Gorski, 2008; Nieto, 2017; Schaffer et al., 2018).

Deficit and Asset-Based Thinking
Teaching in any school presents its own set of challenges. In urban schools, the
challenges often overshadow meaningful experiences between teachers and students (Dorman,
2012; Liou & Rotheram-Fuller, 2019). One pervasive concept associated with urban teaching is
deficit thinking. This concept of deficit thinking is founded on racial and class bias that ‘blames
the victim’ for school failure (Valencia, 1997). Less time has been taken to examine school’s
structures to have a well-informed view about students in poverty and students of color to
increase student achievement. Research has confirmed trends that urban elementary students
experience difficulties outside of school experiences such as psychological and physical abuse,
health and nutrition problems, and lack of access to financial resources (Human Rights Council,
2018; Milner, 2012c, 2012d). Teachers should also be aware of their students’ lived experiences
and needs. Additionally, teachers must remain cognizant of how best to respond to and support
students in ways that do not enable problems nor inhibit performance in school (Hornstra et al.,
2015; Milner, 2012c; Pianta & Hamre, 2009). Deficit approaches work to ignore and discredit
students’ backgrounds. They do not serve to value the linguistic, literate, and cultural practices
many students of color bring from their homes and communities and replace them with what are
viewed as superior practices (Liou & Rotheram-Fuller, 2019; Milner, 2008; Valencia, 2012).
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Teachers enact a deficit approach when they treat schools and communities like they are needed
to be ‘saved’. Teachers who blame students and families living in poverty them as if they cause
their own academic and vocational failures, and/or instantiate this orientation in their
pedagogical practices and dispositions work from a deficit-based language orientation (DudleyMarling, 2007). However, there are many teachers that may reject deficit-based thinking.
For example, teachers may operate from a stance of asset-based thinking (Brinkworth et
al., 2018; Nieto, 2017; Sleeter, 2012). These teachers are integral for achieving equity among
urban schools. Asset-based teaching seeks to unlock students’ abilities by focusing on their
talents and strengths, including bilingualism and multilingualism, as well as their life skills such
as resilience and courage (Liou & Rotheram-Fuller, 2019; Nieto, 2017). Teachers may hold and
enact strength-based belief systems about students. Their systems are evident in the way they
interact, instruct, and manage their students with a sense of respect (Hornstra et al., 2015; Milner,
2018; Schmid, 2018). These teachers are often described as culturally responsive. The teachers
intentionally enhance connections among school and home experiences for culturally diverse
students (Gay, 2002; Howard, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1994). They value the experiences,
interest, and needs of their students. Culturally responsive teachers believe that students have
cultural capital and bring funds of knowledge into the classroom (Moll et al., 1992; Yosso,
2005). These teachers build on students’ assets with genuine concern for students’ well-being.
They see color and culture of their students; rejecting a deficit-based and color-blind belief
system (Love & Kruger, 2005; Milner, 2012b; Noddings, 2008; Yosso, 2005). They also
understand their own assets as teachers. They use their assets, along with students’ backgrounds,
as a foundation to bridge learning opportunities in the classrooms and work in opposition to an
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educational system that has historically discounted and disregarded students, especially within
urban school contexts (Ladson Billings, 1994; Milner, 2008).
Despite deficit-based thinking that misconstrues perceptions of urban school settings,
there are educators who are motivated to maintain an asset-based mindset and remain committed
to believing that all children deserve excellence in educational opportunities, impacting their
students’ well-being for positive life outcomes (Butler, 2012; Kwok, 2017; Liou & RotheramFuller, 2019; Reeve, 2016; Schmid, 2018). In contrast, asset-based thinking informs culturally
responsive pedagogy. As a result, urban elementary school teachers have the opportunity to build
relationships with students (Gay, 2002; McConville, 2013; Sleeter, 2012). The nature of the
relationships between teachers and students may be different across school and classrooms.
Students’ daily relational experiences in school may impact their success (Zee et al., 2013).
Thus, teachers play a significant role in building students’ developmental experiences. Teachers’
beliefs and practices shape the classroom and school learning environment (Danielsen et al.,
2010; Hornstra et al., 2015; Thijs & Fleischmann, 2015). Highlighting asset-based thinking by
focusing on teacher-student relationships served as a counter-narrative to the deficit perceptions
often present in literature regarding urban schools and the students they serve. This study
provided teachers the opportunity to identify, examine, and reflect upon their teaching beliefs as
well as their practices for building teacher-student relationships, which may build the foundation
for student success in urban, Title I elementary schools.

Integrated Theoretical Framework
This study of urban, Title I elementary teachers’ beliefs and practices for building
teacher-student relationships was informed by an integrated theoretical framework, based on
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cultural responsiveness and motivation. This framework (see Figure 1) emphasizes connections
between teacher-student relationships in elementary schools, culturally responsive pedagogy
(CRP), and psychological contributions to the study of motivation when teaching students: selfdetermination theory (SDT) and need supportive teaching (NST). These theoretical frameworks
are centered around teachers’ beliefs and practices, which impact the nature of teacher-student
relationships being built in urban, Title I elementary schools.

Figure 1. Integrated Theoretical Framework.
Teacher beliefs and practices have been investigated within research informed by selfdetermination theory (SDT) and need supportive teaching (NST) (Kokka, 2016; Kiefer &
Pennington, 2017; Oberfeld, 2016), as well as teacher-student relationships (Bakadorova &
Raufelder, 2018; Engels et al, 2016; Hornsta et al., 2015). These theories inform my study by
highlighting concepts that may be involved in shared experiences, relatedness and involvement,
11

among teachers and students, as it relates to teachers building relationships with their students.
These theories provide a nexus for understanding processes that may shape that nature of
relationships established within the school and classroom settings between teachers and their
students (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Rucinski et al., 2017).
Teacher beliefs and practices that include the provision of structure, autonomy support,
and involvement within the classroom and school (Brinkworth et al., 2018; Kwok, 2019; Stroet
et al., 2013). Autonomy support has been the psychological need that has been investigated the
most in relation to student outcomes. The extent to which a social context meets students’ needs
for autonomy shapes student engagement, which in turn influences teachers’ beliefs and
practices for building relationships with their students (Reeve, 2006, 2016; Wallace et al., 2014).
Through these provisions, teachers and students may begin to experience connections.
Connections may be driven by relatedness, or involvement, as teachers are expected to build a
personal relationship with their students (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Butler, 2012; Wallace et al,
2014).
Each motivational principal is also tied to culturally responsive pedagogy. Teachers may
practice autonomy-supportive behaviors by providing their students a variety of meaningful and
relevant choice that honors their individuality based on students’ cultural backgrounds (Milner,
2011, Spilt et al., 2012; Stroet et al, 2015; Wallace et al., 2014). Competence, or structure, is
based on teachers’ perceptions and actions about being able to effectively interact and
communicate with students within the given environment. Relatedness, or involvement, is
underscored by teachers’ beliefs and practices that depend on the empowerment of students’
cultural self by being aware of their interactions with students and demonstrating interest in the
students’ backgrounds and well-being. Thus, need supportive teaching can allow teachers to
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“bring out and develop students’ natural motivations and tendencies to learn rather than ‘fixing
them’ or giving them something they lack” (McCombs, 1991, p. 119).
These concepts are not meant to be seen as unitary concepts, but have flexibility in being
affected in various contexts, situations or experiences, and across time for any individual (Sabol
& Pianta, 2012). Teachers’ and students may continue to interact with each other that makes it
possible for the building teacher-student relationships. Culturally responsive pedagogy as well as
SDT and NST highlight teachers’ beliefs and practices that may help to promote or hinder
student needs (Kwok, 2019; Miller et al., 2017; Milner, 2018). The focus remains on how
teachers identify and respond to students’ backgrounds within the classroom and school context.
As a result, this may shape teachers’ own motivation for meeting their students’ needs when
building teacher-student relationships (Delale-O’Connor et al., 2017; Guerra & Wubbena, 2017;
Hornstra et al., 2015). Through this process, teachers may employ culturally responsive
pedagogy through their beliefs and practices. Teachers’ practices require the establishment and
maintenance of relationships with their students, which can be done through motivational
principles from SDT and NST (e.g., Cholewa et al., 2012; Jong et al., 2018; McConville, 2013).

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy
Culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP) consists of teachers’ identification and integration
of students’ cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of their students for teaching
them more effectively (Gay, 2000, 2002). It is necessary for teachers to consider and integrate
their students lived experiences, interests, and needs. For example, teachers can “empower their
students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart
knowledge, skills, and attitudes" (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p. 382). In this way, teachers apply an
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asset-based mindset that transfers to their practices. Teachers that acknowledge and teach to their
students’ diverse backgrounds and experiences may be lauded as effective educators (Milner,
2012a). Culturally responsive teachers often have practices that are focused on their students.
Culturally responsive practices include but are not limited to: (1) developing a knowledge base
about cultural diversity, (2) including ethnic and cultural diversity content into the curriculum,
(3) demonstration of caring and building learning communities, (4) communication of high
expectations for ethnically diverse students, and (5) responding to ethnic diversity in the delivery
of instruction (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1994).
Teachers implement the aforementioned practices as a part of their daily instruction and
interactions with students. Culturally responsive pedagogy surmises that teachers affirm beliefs
and practices that teach to and through their students’ strengths, which allows for cultural
validation and affirmation (Gay, 2010; Sleeter, 2012). Teachers must have a well-informed
understanding and respect of their students’ backgrounds in order to be culturally responsive
(Guerra & Wubbena, 2017; Nieto, 2017; Sleeter, 2012). This means that students’ cultures
should not be assumed. Therefore, teachers should engage in an ongoing process of interactions
within the classroom and school context (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Milner, 2018; Sabol
& Pianta, 2012). Teachers must also find ways to learn about their students’ cultural
backgrounds. They see cultures inherent in behaviors and values that are learned, shared, and
exhibited by a group of people, which influences how society is organized, how school
curriculum is developed, and how pedagogy and policy are implemented (Yosso, 2005). It is
essential to recognize how teachers consolidate students’ cultural backgrounds and needs for
enhancing the classroom and school environment. Therefore, it is important to consider urban
elementary school teachers’ beliefs and practices for build teacher-student relationships.
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Self-Determination Theory and Need Supportive Teaching
Deci and Ryan’s (1985, 2000) self-determination theory (SDT) is a macro theory of
human motivation and personality concerning humans’ growth tendencies. SDT posits that
people have three, innate psychological needs that when satisfied, support optimal growth and
well-being: competency, autonomy, and relatedness. To expand the theory of self-determination
for broader educational contexts, need supportive teaching (NST) considers the dynamics of the
classroom with a focus on teachers meeting students’ three basic psychological needs (Stroet et
al., 2013). NST provides a focus on a practice-oriented approach to SDT that examines teachers’
beliefs and behaviors for supporting students’ competence, autonomy, and relatedness in the
classroom (Bakadorova & Raufelder, 2018; Furrer & Skinner, 2003; Stroet et al., 2013, 2015).
Three dimensions of need supportive teaching include: (1) autonomy support (e.g.,
providing students with choice, relevance, and respect), (2) structure (e.g., monitoring,
expectations, and help), and (3) involvement (e.g., frequent positive/pleasant personal contact and
interpersonal bond; Stroet et al., 2013, 2015). NST examines SDT with a focus on teachers
meeting students’ basic psychological needs. Both theories complement one another for
explaining how teacher’ beliefs are shaped for building teacher-student relationships through
autonomy supportive (autonomy), structure (competence), and especially involvement
(relatedness) to promote student motivation and learning (Bakadorova & Raufelder, 2018;
Reeve, 2016; Stroet et al., 2013).
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Definitions of Key Terms
This research study was comprised of several terms that must be defined to familiarize
the reader with the nature of my research. In the following chapter (review of the literature), I
will discuss these terms further in depth within the context of extant theory and research.

Urban Schools
Within the United States, especially in urban contexts, categorizing school environments
is a complex process—within states, cities, towns, and districts, each school possesses unique
characteristics that distinguish them based on students and surrounding communities (Schaffer et
al., 2018). As a single, unified definition for urban schools has yet to be agreed upon within the
field of education, Milner (2012) provided an evolving typology for defining urban school
contexts. First, urban intensive school contexts are concentrated in major, metropolitan cities
with high populations of people (e.g., New York, Chicago, Los Angeles, Atlanta, and Tampa);
the broader environments, outside of school factors such as housing, poverty, and transportation
are directly connected to what happens inside of the school (Milner, 2012b; Welsh & Swain,
2020). Urban emergent school contexts usually have fewer than one million people in the large
cities (e.g., Nashville, Austin, Columbus, Charlotte, North Carolina), with a lesser magnitude of
challenges than urban intensive, but experience similar scarcities of resource problems on a
smaller scale; realities are less complex (Milner, 2012b). Urban characteristic school contexts
are not within big or midsized cities, but may begin to experience some, but not all, of the
challenges that are typically associated with urban emergent and intensive contexts; may include
gradual increases in English language learners in a community. In this study, urban schools have
been identified based on categorization by their respective school district.

16

Title I Schools
Schools allocated federally funded, financial assistance to support high percentages of
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds for meeting challenging state academic standards
(NCES 2019; USDOE, 2018).

Elementary Teachers
Individuals who have obtained certified, professional state licensure to instruct
elementary students in general education classrooms (teaching all subjects and/or
departmentalized), within elementary grade levels third through fifth grade; serving as the fulltime, teacher of record for students (USDOE, 2019).

Teacher-Student Relationships
Teachers and students exhibiting behaviors toward one another over time through the
cultivation of shared experiences (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; McConville, 2013; Milner, 2018).

Motivation
An internal, naturally occurring process to develop in positive, self-determining ways for
exercising personal control in performance of thinking, feeling, and behaving for continued
vitality (Deci & Ryan, 2008; McCombs, 1991).

Teacher Motivational Beliefs
Teacher beliefs regarding their performance of autonomy, competence, and relatedness
with their students in relation to what is taught, how knowledge is constructed, and which

17

instructional strategies are utilized (Fives & Buehl, 2012; Hoffman, 2015; Niemiec & Ryan,
2009).

Teacher Need Supportive Practices
Teachers’ application of practices that support students’ psychological needs for
autonomy support, structure, and involvement to promote student motivation and learning
experiences (Stroet et al., 2013, 2015).

Culturally Responsive Beliefs/Practices
Teachers’ beliefs and practices regarding teaching to and through students’ strengths,
which allows for cultural validation and affirmation (Gay 2010; Milner, 2010; Sleeter, 2012).
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CHAPTER TWO:
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter provides a review of the literature on teacher-student relationships with a
focus on teachers’ beliefs and practices in urban elementary schools. This review first examines
the conceptualization and a rationale for investigating teacher-student relationships. Second, a
review of teacher beliefs about culture, characteristics of culturally responsive beliefs, and
motivational beliefs is provided. Third, this review considers the of implementation of culturally
responsive pedagogy and need supportive teaching practices. An awareness of teachers’ practices
and beliefs about building teacher-student relationships may be instrumental in developing
cultural responsiveness in the urban elementary school context.

Rationale for Teacher-Student Relationships
Although several aspects of teacher-student relationships have been studied, additional
research is needed to advance conceptual and methodological issues, both explored in this
section, followed by a rationale for focusing on the urban school context.

Conceptual Rationale
Many elementary teachers enter the teaching profession because they have a desire to
work with children and understand their primary responsibility is to ensure that their students
attain academic success (LeCornu, 2013). As teachers are usually the adults that children spend
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most of their waking hours with outside of their families, they have a significant role in students’
academic and social success (Rosenshine, 2015). Across educational and psychological research,
relationships with supportive adults are increasingly considered as a core construct of student
success (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Milner, 2018; Sabol & Pianta, 2012; Sleeter, 2012).
Widespread research indicates teacher-student relationships influence aspects of student
adjustment such as motivation to learn, subject-specific performance, social development, and
well-being (Roorda et al., 2011; Sabol & Pianta, 2012).
Teachers are best able to enhance student success when they establish and maintain a
supportive relationship with their students in the classroom (Wu et al., 2010, 2015). During the
relationship building process, teachers are expected to employ practices to meet students’ needs,
which may increase opportunities for student achievement (Creasey et al., 2016). Teachers’
interactions with students in the classroom are undergirded by cultural and psychological factors
which contribute to teachers and students building relationships with each other (LadsonBillings, 1994; Milner, 2018; Rucinski et al., 2017). Undergirding this transactional process,
teacher-student interactions, along with teachers’ instructional and behavior management
practices, may offer students equitable opportunities for success if aligned with students’ cultural
backgrounds, especially in urban elementary schools (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Samuels, 2018).
Together, these experiences shape the context of teacher-student relationships within urban
elementary schools.
Teachers can become increasingly aware of their beliefs and practices through
acknowledging the complexities and value of the teacher-relationship (O’Connor et al., 2017).
Teachers’ beliefs and practices help shape the “culture, or behaviors and values that are learned,
shared, and exhibited [with students], which may influence how society is organized, how school
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curriculum is developed and how pedagogy and policy are implemented” (Yosso, 2005, p. 75).
With the increasing cultural diversity of students in schools, further exploration of teachers’
beliefs and practices about the functions of teacher-student relationships, how they relate to
student development in urban schools, how they may change over time, and how they might be
improved through teachers’ reflection on their beliefs and practices may be of interest to
researchers and practitioners (Gehlbach et al., 2016; McConville, 2013; Milner, 2018).

Methodological Rationale
Across disciplines, different methodological approaches have been used to examine
teacher-student relationships in school and specifically in urban elementary schools; currently
there is not a consensus as to which is the best approach (e.g., Cholewa et al., 2012; Civitillo et
al., 2019; Kwok, 2017). Most studies have employed quantitative methodologies with large
sample sizes, obtaining teacher and student perceptions about teacher-student relationships (e.g.,
Cook et al., 2018; Hughes et al., 2012; Miller et al., 2017; Zee et al, 2013). By using Likertscales and questionnaires, responses are pre-determined, which can undermine relationship
complexity—treating relationships as a static progression of interactions and experiences
between teachers and students (e.g., Jong et al., 2018; McCormick et al., 2014; Rucinski et al.,
2017; Toste et al., 2015). Researchers have also used qualitative approaches, observing the
dynamics of teacher-student relationships as a process of interactions between teachers and their
students (e.g., Jeffrey et al., 2013; Kwok, 2019; Sandilos et al., 2017). However, with
observations, researchers continue to base findings on researcher-developed instruments with
less background knowledge about school and classroom contexts. This can reinforce assumptions
based on earlier findings about teacher-student relationships (e.g., Battey et al., 2016;
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Brinkworth et al., 2018; Roorda et al., 2011). As more personalized approaches have been the
least utilized, such as case studies that may include interviews, there is still a need for research,
such as case studies, that can highlight the role of specific school context in teacher -student
relationships (e.g., Coffey & Farinde-Wu, 2016; Ulluci, 2009; Worthy et al., 2012).

Focusing on the Urban Context
Urban schools are unique in terms of the population they serve, as many students are
from different cultural backgrounds and may live in poverty (Kiefer & Pennington, 2017).
Teacher-student relationships may be influenced by students’ lived experiences, which has been
underexamined in current research (Milner, 2012; 2018). Researchers cannot presume that all
urban schools are alike, as there may be a wide variance within and across schools, communities,
and states (Schaffer et al., 2018). Studies that purposefully focus on urban schools may yield
findings that provide more distinctive qualities about the nature of teacher-student relationships
within these unique contexts.
In urban elementary schools, teacher-student relationships are most often examined at
the classroom level (Bergin & Bergin, 2009; Brinkworth et al., 2018; Wu et al., 2010).
Relationships can be structured through a succession of interactions that may rapidly evolve in a
localized space such as the classroom (Cholewa et al., 2012; Frenzel et al., 2009). Academic and
social interactions between teachers and students become shared experiences, which may
contribute to the nature of their relationship with each other. Teachers and students provide and
receive information about each other that moderates their well-being and satisfaction of basic
psychological needs, including autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009;
Stroet et al., 2015). Both teachers’ and students’ needs underscore the relationship building
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process as a complex, multi-faceted process of relational and contextual experiences that require
further examination (Milner, 2018; Sabol & Pianta, 2012).
By considering the aforementioned conceptual and methodological issues, especially
within urban contexts, this study examined the complexity of teacher-student relationships in
more detail, through a focus on teacher’s beliefs and practices. Constructed experiences of
teaching and learning, formed by teachers and students, evoke speculation on how teachers and
students can develop a supportive relationship. These constructed experiences are undergirded by
the values that teachers and students hold and develop before and during their time in the
classroom (Schafer & Barker, 2018). Although research points to the importance of teachers
building warm, inclusive learning environments, less is known about teachers’ beliefs, or
perceptions and internal feelings, about their knowledge, skills, and dispositions to support their
students in the classroom (Boutte, 2012; Gay, 2010). In the culturally diverse context of urban
schools, teachers may build beliefs that advance relationships as a central component of learning
and teaching (McConville, 2013; Milner, 2018). This study addressed these gaps in the literature
to provide an increased understanding regarding teacher-student relationships within urban
elementary schools.

Teacher Beliefs for Building Teacher-Student Relationships in an Urban Context
Teachers’ beliefs are defined as unobservable, intricate constructs of conscious and
unconscious thought which serve as lenses shaping how teachers view their environment
(Pajares, 1992; Rokeach, 1968). Teachers’ beliefs in urban schools may be associated with their
ability to establish and enhance relationships with students (Delale-O’Connor et al., 2017). In
urban contexts, the ethnic and cultural background of teachers may differ greatly from their
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students (Endo, 2015). This is pertinent since American’s teachers continue to be less racially
and ethnically diverse than their students, as approximately 75% are White, female teachers
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2019; Sleeter, 2017). Depending on teachers’
awareness of students’ backgrounds, teachers may hold deficit or asset-based beliefs that
influence their interactions with students. Teachers engaged in on-going examinations of their
attitudes about identity and culture strive to increase equitable opportunities for students in the
classroom and beyond (Gregory & Roberts, 2017; Milner, 2018). This section discusses two key
components of teacher beliefs that have implications for teacher-student relationships: teacher
beliefs about culture and motivational beliefs.

Teacher Beliefs about Culture
By considering teachers’ beliefs about culture within urban contexts, more could be
understood about their attitudes and values regarding students’ cultural backgrounds that may
impact how they build relationships with their students (Guerra & Nelson, 2009; Valencia, 2010;
Warren, 2018). Teachers’ beliefs about their students have been increasingly studied due to
recognition that beliefs about cultural diversity can be conveyed through positive and negative
interactions routinely used in teaching (Gay, 2010; Kokka, 2016). This section discusses two key
components of teacher beliefs about culture: deficit-based thinking and asset-based thinking.
Deficit-Based Thinking. Deficit thinking refers to teachers holding beliefs about
students – particularly students of color – as disadvantaged, at-risk, and unengaged, which
promulgates excuses for teachers to believe in students’ failure (Delpit, 1995; Johnson, 1994;
Valencia, 1991; Walker, 2011). Research indicates that teachers may believe students’ cultural
differences can contribute to lower levels of competence, lack of social and academic
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achievement, and decreased motivation compared to students from dominant cultures (McKenzie
& Scheurich, 2004; Milner, 2008). These beliefs are largely informed by bias, which have
implications for teachers generating self-fulfilling prophecies regarding their students (Lopez,
2017; Merton, 1948). Teachers who hold deficit-based beliefs may minimize their expectations
for student achievement, which can promote the achievement gap for many diverse students in
urban schools (Milner, 2005). Oftentimes, teachers with deficit-based thinking continue to accept
negative perceptions about students, including their families and communities (Ladson-Billings,
2002; Milner, 2008). Teachers’ lack of cultural awareness, or color blindness, erases individual
student characteristics. This is considered a microaggression, or a statement with an undercurrent
of prejudice that dishonors cultural identity (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Walker, 2011).
Inquiries persist about teachers’ beliefs about teaching diverse students. For example,
Guerra and Wubbena (2017) qualitatively explored differences among 68 teachers’ beliefs and
practices in two urban elementary schools in the southwest United States. Teachers believed they
could not teach their students due to external factors such as increased paperwork, meetings,
large class sizes, and minimal technological resources. Through open-ended surveys, teachers
also perceived their students as having a lack of parental support, minimal parental educational
background, and motivation (e.g., lack of work ethic and low behavioral adjustment; Guerra &
Wubbena, 2017). These findings suggest that teachers’ deficit views remain pervasive in urban
elementary school contexts, which consistently centers blame on students and students and
immediate circumstances. Over the past five years, education journals have found that
elementary teachers have expressed serious problems in their schools including a lack of parental
support, poverty, unpreparedness to learn, student apathy, and student tardiness (Boutte, 2012;
Buendia, 2011). These beliefs among urban elementary teachers are pervasive and view urban
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students using a deficit lens (Guerra & Wubbena, 2017; Milner, 2010; Morris, 2004). Additional
studies are needed that focus on elementary urban schools, with increased opportunities to
interrupt teachers’ negative perceptions of urban students (Boutte, 2012; Milner, 2011).
In some cases, teachers may be aware of culture but still hold deficit beliefs about
students even when presented with scenarios about common cultural misalignments in schools.
For instance, Nelson and Guerra (2014) qualitatively examined 38 teachers’ beliefs (deficit or
pluralistic) connected to knowledge of culture and cultural knowledge in practice. The findings
indicated that most teachers were able to identify clashes that focused on visible culture (e.g.,
food, health care, family membership). Only four teachers were able to identify aspects of
invisible culture (e.g., beliefs, values, norms, role expectations) that exist when understanding
their students. When teachers engage in professional development workshops that provide them
the opportunity to explore their beliefs about culture, deficit views may still persist (McIntyre et
al., 2010; Nelson et al., 2011). After attending these workshops, teachers continued to attribute
students’ culture as an issue, believed that students lacked ability, self-confidence, and needed
constant validation to complete assignments based on their cultural backgrounds (Nelson &
Guerra, 2014). Teachers also believed that students were afraid of answering incorrectly, without
consideration of the influence of culture, which often affected the way they engaged in
relationships with their students (Nelson & Guerra, 2014). Urban elementary teachers have also
expressed they may not truly understand their students’ cultural backgrounds, admitted to
making biased assumptions, and acknowledged that it may take more work to know students as
individuals (McKoy et al., 2017).
Together, these studies confirm that teachers often acknowledge perceived challenges of
knowing students’ cultures, especially for students from different cultural backgrounds than their
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own (Howard, 2010; McKoy et al., 2017). Providing opportunities for teachers to engage in
interviews may increase teachers’ willingness to re-examine their teaching beliefs, which is an
integral step to adopting a more asset-based approach to thinking about their students’ culture
(Brown-Jeffy & Cooper, 2011; Villegas & Lucas, 2002).
Asset-Based Thinking. In contrast to deficit-based thinking, asset-based thinking refers
to identifying diverse students by focusing on their talents and strengths, as well as resilience and
courage (Liou & Rotheram-Fuller, 2019; Nieto, 2017). Teachers that hold asset-based beliefs are
largely informed by critical awareness, which has implications for teachers’ promotion of
academic identity and ethnic affirmation among students that discourages biased and prejudiced
beliefs (Gay, 2010; Milner, 2010). Teachers who hold asset-based beliefs about their students’
backgrounds have an increased ability to establish relationships with students (e.g., Crosnoe,
2004; Hachfeld et al., 2015; Rychly & Graves, 2012).
Teachers who recognize and value students’ cultural backgrounds understand the larger
systemic influences that have affected and prevented disenfranchised groups from receiving
equitable education opportunities. For instance, Bonner et al. (2018) conducted a mixed method
study to examine 430 urban elementary, middle, and high school educators’ perceptions of
teaching diverse student populations across three school districts within the southwestern United
States. Through electronic written responses, the researchers found that teachers believed it was
important to embed students’ cultural backgrounds into instruction, accept cultures to increase
tolerance and harmony to reduce bias and stereotypes, identify biased assessments, and use
culturally relevant instructional materials, while being knowledgeable about their students’ home
lives (Bonner et al., 2018). Teachers were aware of their knowledge of students’ backgrounds,
which they believed strengthened their practice, and believed students have the right to respectful

27

and equitable treatment with teachers’ consistent, intentional inclusion of students’ culture in
daily classroom practices (Bonner et al., 2018). In this study, more teachers were recognized that
valued diversity, through more in-depth opportunities that extend beyond written responses
(Bonner et al., 2018; Guerra, 2012) through interviews, which allowed teachers to reflect on their
beliefs more introspectively.
Teachers with a heightened awareness of the sociopolitical context may believe in the
importance of providing more inclusive practices, contributing to stronger relationships with
students. Teachers who espouse socio-cultural consciousness tend to have an analytic approach
to formulating their beliefs about culture, often through critical reflection (Gay, 2010). Samuels
(2018) explored 200 urban elementary, middle, and high school teachers’ processes for reflecting
on cultural diversity, with the goal of building equitable and inclusive classrooms, across one
school district in the southeastern United States. During focus groups, teachers reflected on
personal and research-based strategies for culturally responsive teaching, expressing their need to
build positive relationships with students and increase their abilities to understand their students’
backgrounds (Samuels, 2018). Teachers believed it was important to create rich dialogue about
diversity, high expectations, team building activities, differentiated instruction, mutual respect,
and continue intentional inclusion of diversity in academic content (Lopez, 2017; Samuels,
2018). High levels of teachers’ critical awareness are often positively associated with teachers’
beliefs about the importance of students’ culture in instruction (e.g., language and cultural
knowledge; Lopez, 2017; Romero et al., 2009).
Teachers with socio-culturally conscious beliefs may recognize that the multiple ways of
perceiving reality (e.g., through thinking, behavior, and being) can be influenced by race,
ethnicity, and social order within society, while affirming responsibility for promoting students’
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learning (Banks, 1996; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Hence, teachers with asset-based beliefs
contribute to understanding how the learning environment can be effectively constructed through
positive mindsets about culture, alluding to the importance of teacher-student relationships in
urban settings (Lopez, 2017; Winne & Marx, 1977). However, this study provided further
understanding about asset-based teacher beliefs and associated characteristics, specifically within
urban elementary school contexts.

Concepts Undergirding High-Quality Teacher-Student Relationships
The extent to which teachers’ beliefs are grounded in asset-based may impact teachers’
relationships with their students (Byrne, 2017). Teachers that hold asset-based beliefs about
culture tend to have genuine respect for students’ cultural backgrounds (Nieto, 2017; Sleeter,
2012). These teachers also recognize that having knowledge of their students’ cultures builds an
enriched appreciation and internalization of shared values and experiences that affect interactions
with their students (Gay, 2010; Rychly & Graves, 2012). This section discusses two key
characteristics of culturally responsive beliefs that have implications for teacher-student
relationships: teachers establishing trust with their students as well as a developing a caring and
empathetic relationship with their students in urban schools.
Trust. Trust relates to teachers’ abilities to accept and respect students’ feelings and
capabilities (Bonner et al., 2018). Through trust, teachers can build the capacity to develop
affective beliefs, which serve as a foundation for building supportive teacher-student
relationships (Roorda et al., 2011). In urban elementary schools, teachers’ beliefs about trust may
affect their behaviors, standards, and expectations for student learning in the classroom (Van
Maele & Van Houtte, 2014). Trust is at the heart of strong teacher-student relationships,
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promoting student achievement in urban elementary schools (Goddard, 2009). Positive teacherstudent relationships continue to be characterized by high levels of trust (Baker, 2008; Sabol &
Pianta, 2012).
In high-poverty urban contexts, trust may be essential for providing teachers an
opportunity to provide socially valued knowledge and skills that can help build teacher-student
relationships. For instance, Murray and Zvoch (2011) studied teacher-student relationships based
on perceptions of teachers (N = 16) and their students (N = 171) across three urban K-8 schools
in the midwestern United States. Teachers’ beliefs in trusting their students was one of the
overarching contributions of being able to build teacher-student relationships. The researchers
found that teachers believed they served as an ally, they believed trust was aligned with their
ability to accept, respect, and value the knowledge and skills of their students, built by emotional
warmth (Murray & Zoch, 2011). Trust may be a necessary characteristic for enhanced teacherstudent relationships in urban contexts where students may have adversarial views of
institutional representatives (Goddard, 2009; Stanton-Salazar, 1997).
Research investigating teacher-student relationships based on trust provides a way to
understand teachers’ culturally responsive beliefs. For example, Worthy and colleagues (2012)
interviewed one urban elementary teacher about the importance of trust in her students for
‘restorying’ their inequitable reputation as problem students from previous years in school. The
teacher believed that it was important to build an environment based on honoring her students’
agency, interests, and collaboration (Worthy et al., 2012). The teacher believed trust in students
was possible by remaining knowledgeable of her students’ cultural backgrounds and developing
personal relationships with them. However, it is unknown how the school context may have
contributed to her beliefs. Research that emphasizes urban elementary teachers’ trust in students
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is needed in order to understand possible contextual factors that may be associated with their
beliefs (Schaffer et al., 2018; Zeichner & Tabachnick, 1985). This study addressed this gap, as
the teachers in this study identified and explained how demonstrating trust was an integral for
building relationships with students.
Teachers’ collective teacher trust in the nature of the school culture may be connected
with teachers’ trust in their students. For example, across 56 urban elementary schools, Adams
and Forsyth (2013) examined 1,039 urban elementary teachers’ perceptions of trust in their
school and its implications for teacher-student relationships based on trust. From surveys,
teachers that trusted their school in terms of viewing parents and administration as supportive,
strongly believed that they could trust their students (e.g., complete work and are competent
learners; Adams & Forsyth, 2013). Teachers’ trust in schools may provide insight into how
teacher-student relationships contribute to an effective learning environment (Tschannen-Moran,
2009).
Care and Empathy. Culturally responsive teachers’ beliefs are characterized by
demonstrating care and empathy as a critical need in the education and development of children
(Noddings, 1984, 1992). Caring teachers are willing to build affective connections with students
to build an inclusive learning environment (Diero, 1994; Warren, 2018). Caring teachers believe
in their students’ ability to meet high expectations, relentlessly facilitate learning, and have a
genuine interest in their students’ learning (Gay, 2010), while being sensitive and nurturing when
interacting with students (Haslip et al., 2018; Ullucci, 2009).
Teachers who believe in the importance of caring for students have a commitment to
build relationships with their students. For example, Jeffrey and colleagues (2013) studied six
elementary teachers’ beliefs about the importance of care across three different schools in the
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midwestern United States. Teachers in focus groups voiced that caring is important to build
strong relationships with students in the classroom and school. Teachers believed that
demonstrating care for students is fundamental in order to meet students’ basic needs and to
build emotional well-being. In similar studies, teacher’s critical care is stimulated by a respect
for and valuing of students’ knowledge, resources, and ability to excel (Bondy & Hambacher,
2016; Roberts, 2010). Critical care refers to teacher care that recognizes historical injustices
experienced by marginalized students while acknowledging their values and knowledge (RolónDow, 2005; Nieto, 2017). These teachers believed that school needed to be a haven from the
outer world, with providing comfort, connections, and valuing each of their students (Howard &
Navarro, 2016; Jeffrey et al., 2013). Teacher care is an important characteristic for developing
teacher-student relationships and aligns with asset-based thinking.
A focus on teachers’ perspectives about care and its connection to culture may extend
prior findings on teacher care. Allen and FitzGerald (2017) investigated five urban elementary
educators’ beliefs regarding the importance of cultural care for building relationships with
students in the northeastern United States. Cultural care involves a teacher’s genuine interest in
students’ socio-emotional, cognitive, and physical well-being, while acknowledging students’
race and culture (Allen & FitzGerald, 2017; Duncan-Andrade, 2007; Noddings, 2010). Teachers’
interview responses included beliefs about their power of being self-aware when interacting with
students, such as considering their tone and verbal engagement with students (Allen &
FitzGerald, 2017). These findings align with prior research that social and self-awareness are
integral components of teacher cultural care, with consideration of teachers’ general interactions
with their whole class or individual interactions with their students, for building teacher-student
relationships (Kwok, 2017; Lewis et al., 2012). Teachers recognize that care can only be
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maintained if they consistently reflect on race and culture of students, filtering for any potential
bias (Allen & FitzGerald, 2017; Durlak et al., 2011). Cultural care is another component of
teachers’ beliefs about teacher-student relationships; additional research investigating differences
and similarities of teacher beliefs within an urban elementary school context is needed (Howard
& Navarro, 2016).
Complementary to caring is teachers’ abilities to empathize with students. Empathy
refers to teachers having emotional concern and the ability to engage in perspective-taking
(Warren, 2018). Teachers who believe in the importance of demonstrating empathy for students
recognize larger, systemic inequalities that are experienced by diverse students (Milner, 2012;
Zembylas, 2010). Teachers’ beliefs about empathy are enhanced when they have a deep
understanding of students’ cultural backgrounds. Rodriguez and colleagues (2018) conducted a
collective analysis of three urban elementary teachers’ stories of empathy with their students in
the southwestern United States. Findings from interviews suggest that teachers believed they
needed to hear their students’ unique stories in order to stave off the monolithic conceptions of
culturally diverse students that perpetuate racialization (Civitillo et al., 2019; Rodriguez et al.,
2018). Teachers emphasized that empathy was a key component in building relationships with
students, as they recognize possible trauma that students may have experienced and how this
may impact students’ social mobility and educational matriculation (Rodriquez et al., 2018).
Teachers’ socio-political awareness were found to be embedded within their beliefs about
empathy. Teachers who demonstrated socio-political awareness and empathy toward students
believed that student labeling and over-testing are inequitable (Arnot et al., 2009; Au, 2009;
Sleeter, 2012; Warren & Lessner, 2014).
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Additional investigations about how teachers’ empathy may impact teacher-student
relationships are needed. Peck and colleagues (2015) explored 18 urban, suburban, and rural
early childhood teachers’ beliefs about expressing empathy in order to build relationships with
students. Findings from interviews showed that teachers believed they had sincere empathy for
their students by being responsive to their needs by embracing inclusion (e.g., nonjudgmental
and perspective-takers) and maintaining a relaxed and balanced affect (e.g., sharing personal
stories, providing space for constructive feedback, and trust; Peck et al., 2015). Teachers held an
asset-based view of students’ families and diverse cultural practices. It is important for teachers
to have an in-depth understanding students’ feelings and behavior in order to respond in
appropriate ways that meet students’ social and emotional needs (Allison et al., 2011; Peck et al.,
2015) and to build culturally responsive relationships with their students (Peck et al., 2015;
Zembylas, 2010, 2013).
It is cautioned that when empathizing with students, teachers may fall into pitfalls that
contradict culturally responsive pedagogy (Ullman & Hecsh, 2011). Lowering student
expectations, not acknowledging systematic privileges, and habitually treating students only
based on their socioeconomic circumstances can reinforce oppressive hegemonic and social
power structures (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Warren, 2018). For this reason, prolonged, authentic
interactions with diverse students and community stakeholders may stave off teachers identifying
themselves as saving students, rather than supporting them (Warren & Hotchkins, 2015). This
study added to research by identifying urban elementary teachers’ beliefs about care and
empathy as an integral component for building relationships with students.
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Motivational Beliefs (SDT)
Research investigating teachers’ motivational beliefs within urban elementary school
contexts has been relatively understudied. There is limited research examining educators’
motivational beliefs for teaching in urban schools, especially within the United States (e.g.,
Butler, 2012; Hachfeld et al., 2015; Hornstra et al., 2015). Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
may inform our understanding of teachers’ motivational beliefs, as this framework focuses on
human motivation and personality, and the extent to which three basic psychological needs are
met within the social context: autonomy, competency, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985;
2000). Teacher beliefs about autonomy refer to the desire to be causal agents in their own
teaching experiences, including the ability to facilitate students’ learning experiences (Niemiec
& Ryan, 2009). Teacher beliefs about competency refer to the perceived ability to effectively
interact with students, while striving to attain mastery in teaching for desired outcomes (Niemiec
& Ryan, 2009). Teacher beliefs about relatedness are concerned with the desire to interact, be
connected to, and experience caring for students (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
It is important to investigate teachers’ motivation using SDT as this framework
emphasizes the role of teachers’ motivational beliefs in teachers’ ability to energize, direct, and
sustain the learning environment (Ames, 1990; Watt, 2008; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Teachers’
needs may be supported or thwarted by the social environment depending on the extent to which
their basic psychological needs are met during their daily teaching experiences (Furrer et al.,
2014; Ryan & Deci, 2000). If any of the three psychological needs are not met, teachers may
experience varying degrees of extrinsic motivation, which affects their ability to experience more
autonomous forms of regulation for optimal functioning within the school context (Reeve, 2006;
Ryan & Deci, 2000). A teacher’s role is to support student needs through the use of specific
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practices that build relatedness, competency, and autonomy—teachers are better prepared to do
this when their own needs are met (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
Teachers’ motivation is relevant to teacher-student relationships and may impact
teachers’ abilities to coordinate positive, affective interactions with students (Reeve, 2006;
Roorda et al., 2011). SDT posits that there is a continuum of motivation, ranging from extrinsic
to intrinsic motivation (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). There are four, distinct types of extrinsic
motivation which represent varied degrees of regulation that reflect teachers’ level of autonomy
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Through external regulation, teachers perceive themselves as least
autonomous in their teaching by seeking a reward or being controlled or pressured to meet
others’ (e.g., principals, parents, students, government, etc.) demands in the school context
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Introjected regulation concerns teachers’
motivation to pursue self-gratification, avoid perceiving themselves as failing, and maintain selfworth in their teaching practice and associated interactions (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan &
Deci, 2000). Thirdly, teachers who experience identified regulation may value certain teaching
practices that have personal importance (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Through
the most autonomous form of external motivation, teachers with integrated regulation may
perceive teaching practices as aligned with their own identified values and sense of self (Niemiec
& Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000). These types of extrinsic motivation may not occur
sequentially and are not experienced by every teacher—some regulatory styles may be
experienced simultaneously or separate times within a teachers’ career, depending on their prior
experiences and current contextual factors (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan, 1995; Ryan & Deci,
2000). In contrast to extrinsic motivation, teachers who experience intrinsic motivation may

36

consider certain teaching practices as inherently interesting and satisfying and perceive them as
aligning with their professional values and goals (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
If teachers’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are satisﬁed, their intrinsic
motivation for teaching—building relationships with their students—may increase. Thus,
teachers who are more self-determined may have beliefs that are characterized by more strategic
and purposeful engagement with students (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Reeve, 2006). The next
sections discuss how these three, motivational beliefs have implications for teacher-student
relationships within urban elementary schools: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
Autonomy. Teacher autonomy has been described as teachers’ abilities to independently
make choices about teaching and learning in their classrooms, including the ability to choose
preferred instructional materials (Oberfeld, 2016; Renzulli et al., 2011). Teachers’ beliefs about
their autonomy have been studied in relation to perceived, external factors that may affect their
ability to establish and maintain teacher-student relationships in urban schools. For instance,
Hornstra and colleagues (2015) studied how nine, sixth-grade teachers from the Netherlands
believed their autonomy in regard to teaching strategies with students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds were due to the nature of their school context. Teachers’ beliefs, including
autonomy beliefs, were informed by their experiences as learners in teacher preparation
programs and in-service professional development trainings. Autonomy beliefs were defined as
teachers’ beliefs about how their educational context may either endorse or inhibit them from
teaching according to their beliefs (Mansour, 2009). In response to vignettes regarding a range of
teaching methods (traditional to innovative) to elicit responses about their own beliefs, teachers
reported difficulty in building relationships with students due to external pressures from above
and below. Pressures from above referred to factors outside the classroom, including federal,
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state, district, and school guidelines that incentivize teachers to meet national standards and high
stakes testing expectations, often leveraged by school administrators (Hornstra et al., 2015).
Pressures from below referred to daily interactions within the classroom (e.g., responding to
students’ socio-emotional behaviors and responses to instructional methods), including teachers’
perceptions of students’ motivational characteristics. Three of the nine participating teachers
believed that students’ backgrounds, behavior, and the general school environment affected their
teaching methods (Hornstra et al., 2015). Teachers with positive perceptions of their students
believed they had more autonomy in the classroom, which aligned with teachers’ willingness to
build relationships with students and to improve the learning environment. Although it is
understood that teachers’ perceptions of their students may affect their sense of autonomy (Ryan
& Deci, 2011), this study closed research gaps by investigating how urban elementary teachers
perceive their school context and how this affected their perceived autonomy.
It may be important to consider the types of school contexts in order to better understand
teachers’ motivational beliefs. Oberfield (2016) examined differences among teachers (N =
28,230) in urban and rural settings as well as public traditional and charter schools across the
northeastern United States. Based on responses from a federally mandated schools and staffing
survey, teachers in public charter schools believed they had more autonomy in teaching,
compared to their colleagues in public traditional schools (Oberfeld, 2016). Similar studies
confirmed that teachers’ sense of autonomy may be enhanced more in charter schools compared
to public schools (Goodman, 2013; Heinrich, 2010). Further, teachers who believed their
administration was supportive of their needs, including receiving guidance when requested, had
opportunities to explore their practice to meet the needs of culturally diverse students amidst
high stakes testing regulations (Levin, 2018). Although research indicates school contextual
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differences influence teacher autonomy, this study addressed teacher autonomy in urban public
elementary schools. This study also examined teachers’ perceived autonomy across grade levels
within the elementary school context (e.g., third and fifth grade levels) in order to facilitate
students’ learning experiences.
Competence. Teachers’ beliefs about their competence have been studied in regard to
their perceived abilities to have meaningful interactions with students and to be knowledgeable
in teaching content (Kokka, 2016; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Teachers’ beliefs about competence
have been studied regarding the extent that they acknowledge cultural differences among diverse
student populations. Hachfeld and colleagues (2015) investigated 433 elementary and secondary
teachers’ beliefs about cultural (multiculturalism and colorblindness) and professional
competence regarding teaching culturally diverse students in Germany. Result from surveys
collected across two years, indicated that teachers believed in their ability to teach culturally
diverse students due to their perceived ability to modify their teaching practices based on
students’ needs. Teachers’ beliefs about professional competence were connected to their
pedagogical-content knowledge and enthusiasm to plan, prepare, and support instruction with
students from diverse cultural backgrounds (Hachfeld et al., 2015). Aligned with prior studies,
teachers’ enthusiasm is an integral component of their competence working with students from
diverse populations (Kunter et al., 2011, 2013). In contrast, teachers with deficit-based thinking
believed they could teach effectively without needing to adapt their instructional practice to
students from different cultural backgrounds (Hachfeld et al., 2015). These deficit beliefs about
competence are connected to teachers’ colorblindness, which does not challenge the status quo of
inequity (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Teachers with perceived cultural competence may be more
prepared and confident to teach increasingly diverse populations of students. Much of the current

39

research does not focus on the elementary grade levels. However, this study added to research by
solely recruiting teachers from elementary grade levels to understand teacher competence.
Teachers have also expressed competence in their ability to teach students from various
backgrounds based on their increased pedagogical content knowledge. Lauermann and
König (2016) examined urban teachers’ (N = 119) beliefs about their professional competence
and well-being across two elementary schools and one secondary school in Germany. Teachers
with higher perceived competence in their general pedagogical content knowledge held
themselves more accountable to mastery in teaching (Lauermann & König, 2016). Teachers
believed they were able to attain and utilize acquired knowledge to positively impact students’
learning and relationships (Lauermann & König, 2016). Similar studies in Amsterdam
researchers found that elementary teachers’ perceived competence increased after participating in
a professional development program about core competencies for teaching in urban schools
(Gaikhorst et al, 2014; Hoffman & Dijkstra, 2010). Additionally, research suggests, teachers
with perceived competence in their content knowledge have sought to increase their expertise in
teaching practices that honor cultural diversity while working with students to improve the
school learning environment (Blömeke & Delaney, 2012; Lauermann & König, 2016). Teachers
who continually seek to enhance their competence may be more likely to remain in urban
schools with job-embedded professional development opportunities to exchange ideas with other
teachers (Day & Gu, 2009; Lauermann & König, 2016). Thus, teachers may feel more competent
about their ability to teach students within their schools to provide specific learning opportunities
for diverse students. However, to address gaps, this study solely focused on elementary urban
schools, rather than reporting aggregated data with elementary and secondary schools, which
enhanced understanding about ways that teachers may experience increased competence.
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When urban elementary teachers improve competence in pedagogical content knowledge,
they may be more intrinsically motivated to promote student learning and emotional well-being.
Researchers have found that teachers believed it was their personal and professional
responsibility to help students develop socio-emotionally in respect to their cultural backgrounds
(Humphries et al., 2018). Yet, teachers believed that lack of time (i.e., testing schedules) and
insufficient resources (i.e., socio-emotional learning curricula and programs) may have
decreased their ability to become more competent in supporting their students’ well-being
(Humphries et al., 2018; Hursh, 2013). Teachers who increase their competence to enhance
students’ well-being may promote academic progress among students, which in turn may
encourage stronger teacher-student relationships (Oberle et al, 2014). However, teachers remain
concerned about their competence to teach students in ways that support their well-being through
socio-emotional learning. Teachers have expressed a need to teach students in ways that are
culturally responsive (Haslip, 2018; Humphries et al., 2018). This study identified teachers’
competence beliefs regarding teaching students from urban elementary schools.
Relatedness. Teachers’ beliefs about relatedness include their perceived abilities to
connect with students through positive interactions and shared experiences that demonstrate care
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Through relatedness, teachers may directly inform their ability to
establish and maintain teacher-student relationships in urban schools (Noddings, 1992).
Studies indicate that educators believe teaching is an inherently interpersonal endeavor
that requires teachers to constantly interact with their students to enhance learning experiences.
Butler (2012) examined 183 Israeli elementary school teachers’ relational goals with their
students. Relational goals were characterized as strivings to achieve and maintain close and
caring relationships with students (Watt & Richardson, 2007). As reported from surveys at the
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beginning and end of the year, teachers believed they strived to achieve and maintain close and
caring relationships with students. Teachers with high relational goals were more likely to
believe they were highly involved in the classroom through their instruction and mastery of
teaching pedagogical content (Butler, 2012). These findings align with prior research suggesting
that teachers believe they value and aspire to care for their students in meaningful ways that
address student needs and concerns (Aspelin & Jonsson, 2019; Miller et al., 2017). However, this
study added to literature by addressing contextual factors that may have influenced teachers’
goals for building relationships with students, which informed understanding about the reasons
why teachers have these relational beliefs.
Teachers’ beliefs about students may change over time, which may have implications for
their relatedness with students. Lavigne (2014) tracked 67 elementary and secondary teachers’
beliefs about students for five years. Similar to other studies, findings revealed that teachers
believed students gave them a sense of pride and enjoyment, with increased perceptions being
able to relate with students across the years (Cherubini, 2009; LeCornu, 2013). Teachers’ desire
for a relationship with students may affect their professional and personal self-esteem as
individuals (Lavigne, 2014; Split et al., 2011). Teacher motivational beliefs may be linked to
higher levels of intrinsic motivation and retention in the profession (Lavigne, 2014; Pazzaglia, &
Ronconi, 2010; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2011). Researchers have found that when teachers believed
their students liked them as a teacher and person, teachers continued to hold their students and
themselves to high expectations across the school years (Canrinus et al., 2012; Lavigne, 2014).
Few studies have considered contextual factors that may affect teachers’ relatedness.
Some studies indicate external factors, such as standardized testing, may undermine teachers’
needs to build relationships and thwart their autonomy in the classroom (Collie et al., 2016).
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More studies with purposeful selection of elementary school teachers who are interested in
building relationships with their students may provide more understanding about teachers’
relatedness beliefs (Hornstra et al., 2015). However, this study used purposive, snowball
sampling to recruit elementary teachers who were interested in building relationships with their
students. Additionally, studies infrequently examine schools’ contextual characteristics (i.e.,
urban schools), which may influence their perceptions about and relationships with students
(Franz et al., 2010; Jensen, 2009; Swanson, 2011). This study also included an interview that
allowed teachers to describe their schools’ context for more understanding about their beliefs for
building relationships with students. Such contextual factors may produce unique findings by
considering students’ cultural backgrounds in teacher relatedness with students (Klassen et al.,
2012; Rubie-Davies et al., 2012).

Teacher Practices for Building Teacher-Student Relationships in an Urban Context
Teacher beliefs have implications for teaching practice (e.g., Kwok, 2017; Schmid,
2018). A focus on teacher practices, especially in urban school contexts, may be linked to
teachers’ ability to establish and maintain relationships with their students (Delale-O’Connor et
al., 2017; Guerra & Wubbena, 2017). Through asset-based beliefs, teachers’ practices often
reflect students’ heightened potential for achievement, as the teacher maintains high expectations
through various supports (e.g., Coffey & Farinde-Wu, 2016; Kokka, 2016; Larson et al., 2018).
Teachers in urban schools may employ instructional practices that honor students’ individual
needs in various ways (Liou & Rotheram-Fuller, 2019; Rychly & Graves, 2012). Through
culturally responsive pedagogy, teachers link students’ cultural and academic knowledge. This
approach increases the potential for students’ strengths to be legitimatized by supporting their
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needs, honoring students’ funds of knowledge, and recognizing community cultural wealth (Gay,
2010; Moll & Gonzalez, 1994; Yosso, 2005). These practices contribute to culturally responsive
teaching, which relies on supportive teacher-student relationships. This section discusses two
areas where teacher practices can facilitate teacher-student relationships within an urban context:
culturally responsive pedagogy and need supportive teaching.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP)
Culturally responsive pedagogy refers to cultural characteristics, experiences, and
perspectives of culturally diverse students as conduits for teaching and interacting with students
more effectively (Gay, 2000, 2002). Culturally responsive teachers understand underlying sociocultural, historic, and economic factors that shape the experiences they have with their students
(Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2003). Therefore, teachers' beliefs may serve as ideological anchors for
incorporating cultural diversity into their teaching practices, including their ability to build
relationships with students (Gay, 2010) with competencies for such teaching (New America,
2019). When building relationships with students, teachers may employ a wide range of
culturally responsive practices to increase student engagement and retention for learning
academic content and prosocial behaviors (Milner, 2016; Warren, 2018). Teachers hold high
expectations of their students in terms of their academic and social competencies while providing
rigorous learning opportunities as students create knowledge as active participants (Grant &
Sleeter, 1986).
Within urban contexts, teachers may find that the challenges of developing effective
classroom management overpower their ability to focus on academic instruction (Milner et al.,
2018). Classroom management refers to teachers' capacities to create and build learning for
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student development, opportunities, and access to learning (Milner, 2014; O'Connor et al., 2017).
Urban teachers who practice culturally responsive classroom management consistently
understand and apply students' backgrounds (Milner & Tenore, 2010), which has implications
for forming relationships with students (Brown, 2003; Eslinger, 2014; Ulluci, 2009).
Culturally responsive teachers recognize behavioral norms connected to culture while
generating and implementing scaffolded behavioral expectations (Kwok, 2019; Siwatu et al.,
2017). Teachers validate the ways of being that students bring with them from their homes and
communities, which may positively impact students’ academic trajectory (Larson et al., 2018).
Culturally responsive teachers embrace an inclusive, supportive learning environment through
building a collective kinship to meet academic and behavioral expectations while building a
learning community where teachers and students work together toward common goals for
success (Reese et al., 2018; Weinstein et al., 2004).
This section discusses four key components of culturally responsive pedagogy that have
implications for teacher-student relationships in urban school contexts: communicating high
expectations, making responsive curricular decisions, promoting emotional connectedness, and
practicing community engagement.
Communicating High Expectations. Teachers' expectations refer to instructional and
classroom management practices that may reflect teachers' beliefs about students' probability of
success (Milner, 2012). Culturally responsive teachers communicate the importance of academic
achievement and behavioral adjustment to students (Liou & Rotheram-Fuller, 2019). These
teachers believe in and articulate high expectations for students by scaffolding home-to-school
interactions that honor and build upon students' cultural strengths (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings,
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2009; Sleeter, 2012). Teachers' approaches to communicate high expectations may also have
implications for their ability to build relationships with students.
In urban schools, teachers may adopt the approach of being a warm demander (Bondy &
Ross, 2008; Ford & Sassi, 2014). Warm demanders assert a firm, nurturing, and caring
disposition to situate instructional activities within the cultural norms and knowledge of students
that conveys concern for their well-being and ability to attain academic and social success (Irvine
& Fraser, 1998; Kleinfeld, 1975). Teachers who endorse a warm demander approach may build
strong relationships with students by enacting strategies to communicate high expectations. For
example, Bondy and colleagues (2013) utilized observations and interviews to examine two
urban elementary teachers' enactment of a warm demander approach. Findings reveal that
teachers worked toward providing an orderly classroom environment through their words and
actions with students (Bondy et al., 2013). Teachers communicated to students the importance of
being respectful to their peers and teacher, maintained consistency with enforcing explicit and
rigorous rules, and reminded students of their ability to meet expectations based on prior and
current achievement (Bondy et al., 2013; Boucher & Helfenbein, 2015). Findings from similar
studies illustrate that teachers demonstrate ways to communicate to their relentless refusal to
give up on students by challenging them to personally improve (Cholewa et al., 2011; Sandilos et
al., 2017). Teachers often incorporate terms of endearment (e.g., sweetheart, baby, etc.), without
sarcasm or humiliation, followed by an adamant statement to redirect students' academic
progress and social behavior (Bondy et al., 2013; Safir, 2019). Teachers also reinforce their
desire to build teacher-student relationships by conversing within close proximity (at a low vocal
range) for more personalized conversations, accompanied by high-fives and positive comments
to acknowledge students' performance (Bondy et al., 2013).
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Concerning teachers' high expectations for students, classroom management practices
rather than instruction have been more closely examined in urban schools (Liou & RotheramFuller, 2019; Milner, 2012a). Teachers' classroom management practices have been comprised of
verbal and nonverbal reminders to students to monitor their voice levels, to be responsible for
organizing materials, and to maintain correct body posture to show attentiveness (Banks, 2014;
Kwok, 2019). Urban teachers' expectations are often accompanied by positive reinforcement
through public praise and distribution of tangible rewards to students (Kwok, 2017, 2019). More
closely related to teachers' abilities to build relationships with students has been teachers'
arrangement of the physical environment and administration of consequences with explicit
warnings and behavior-specific reprimands to enhance students' behavior for meeting
expectations (Stichter et al., 2009; Wubbels et al., 2014). Although urban teachers may rely
heavily on classroom management skills, little is known regarding the role of teachers'
acknowledgment of students' cultural backgrounds in maintaining high expectations (Milner &
Tenore, 2010; Schonfeld & Feinman, 2012). In this study, the teachers acknowledged students
cultural backgrounds and implemented this knowledge when holding high expectations for
student success.
To close this gap, researchers have conducted quantitative studies to understand how
teachers’ classroom management practices may be culturally responsive to students. For
instance, Siwatu and others (2017) investigated urban elementary, middle, and high school
teachers’ (N = 380) classroom management practices that may be associated with culturally
responsive pedagogy. Researchers found that teachers valued the establishment of high
behavioral expectations by promoting peer collaboration opportunities and maintaining clear
classroom policies with established routines (Siwatu et al., 2017). To minimize conflict with

47

students, teachers were also found to heavily rely on school norms and policies to develop trust
and respect (Siwatu et al., 2017). Teachers who aim to build positive and meaningful
relationships with students may maintain high personal, behavioral, and academic expectations
that reflect culturally responsive practices (Farinde-Wu et al., 2017; Rychly & Graves, 2012).
Curricular Decisions. Teachers who practice cultural responsiveness actively navigate
the curriculum by modifying instruction to meet students' needs (Coffey et al., 2016; Endo,
2015). Broadly used in educational contexts, curriculum, or curricula, refers to specific sets of
knowledge and skills that students are expected to acquire, oftentimes via mandated standards,
primarily from their teachers in content areas (Gay, 2013). Culturally responsive pedagogy
necessitates that teachers are able to comprehend more than subject matter, but also be attuned to
contextual complexities and nuances in specific educational environments such as urban schools
(Milner, 2012; Nieto, 2017).
When making decisions, teachers often negotiate multiple layers of district-adopted
curricula that may not incorporate or be responsive to their students' cultural backgrounds. For
example, McCarthey and colleagues (2014) investigated 20 urban and rural elementary teachers'
curricular decisions to enhance their writing instructional practices across four school districts in
the midwestern United States. Findings from observations and interviews revealed that teachers
actively sought several alternatives to district-adopted curriculum and integrated preferred
practices into their teaching based on their knowledge of students. Teachers added units,
supplemented lessons, and revisited topics that were more meaningful to students (McCarthey et
al., 2014). Similar studies have shown that teachers may avoid arbitrarily following scripted or
mandated curricula as they consider their beliefs, professional development workshops, and
student populations (McCarthey & Ro, 2011; Stillman & Anderson, 2011; Troia et al., 2011).
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For instance, an urban elementary teacher reported her integration of opportunities for students to
learn poetry as a writing genre based on their personal experiences as a hip hop artist and
knowing students' interests in rap music (McCarthey et al., 2014).
As culturally responsive teachers aim to provide learning experiences that are congruent
with students' cultural backgrounds, they take time to know students when providing scaffolded
learning opportunities (Gay, 2010; Sleeter, 2012). Urban teachers report making curricular
decisions based on their support from school administration (Reis & Renzulli, 2010). Teachers in
supportive, urban school contexts are empowered to explore students’ interests and are often
evaluated on their curricular decisions to meet students’ needs (Mayfield & Wade, 2015).
However, due to the increased accountability for complying with high stakes testing preparation,
urban teachers often have to follow narrow and scripted curriculum (Creasy, 2014; Milner,
2014).
To illustrate this challenge, Eslinger (2014) conducted a self-study to reflect on his
curricular decisions as an urban elementary school teacher with pressures from standardized
testing in the midwestern United States. After analyzing his documents (e.g., daily reflection
journal entries, lesson plans, grade books, emails, and district resources), he found that his
culturally responsive practices were guided by caring relationships built on trust and respect with
students and their families within the surrounding community, with support from colleagues and
administration to make well-informed curricular decisions (Eslinger, 2014). Remaining aligned
with culturally responsive pedagogy, he provided more meaningful and differentiated lessons,
linking to their home and cultural backgrounds that challenged his students to think more
critically, which may have resulted in higher test scores (Eslinger, 2014). Studies have shown
that teachers often increase effective instructional opportunities by learning about students'
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backgrounds and preferred extracurricular activities as well as taking time to visit students in
their local communities (Kirby & DiPaola, 2011; Wiggan & Watson, 2016). This study captured
the in-depth experiences of one urban elementary teacher. However, in this study, I provided
how multiple teachers across different urban elementary schools built relationships with students,
as I also inquired into teachers’ backgrounds and school contexts during interviews.
These studies imply that having a relationship with students, with a supportive teaching
environment from colleagues and administration, can empower teachers’ curricular decisions to
implement effective instructional practices. Teachers that apply their students’ cultural
backgrounds and experiences as funds of knowledge have been found to provide supportive
learning environments that build relationships with students (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Kelley et al.,
2015; Linan-Thompson et al., 2018). Studies that examine urban elementary teachers’ curricular
decisions in connection to their school context may provide further insight into teacher-student
relationships (Piazza & Duncan, 2012; Worthy et al., 2012). The findings of this study indicated
that teachers’ curricular decisions were influenced by students’ lived experiences, interests, and
needs, as well as the required navigation of district-adopted curricula.
Promoting Emotional Connectedness. Emotional connectedness refers to interactions
between teachers and their students that enable feelings of attachment with emotional and social
bonding (Cassino & Rogers, 2016; Cholewa et al., 2012). Teachers may promote emotional
connectedness primarily during instructional and classroom management practices with students
(Bondy et al., 2013; Warren et al., 2018). Educators that maintain positive attitudes and
communicate high expectations to students, as evidenced by their practices, may successfully
promote emotional connectedness (Gay, 2010; Sabol & Pianta, 2012; Toste et al., 2015).
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Teachers can intentionally incorporate specific practices within their instruction to
promote emotional connectedness at the dyadic and whole-class level. For example, Cholewa
and colleagues (2012) examined one urban elementary teacher's interactions with students during
her mathematics instructional blocks. Based on videotaped observations, the teacher
demonstrated strategies that were connected to emotional connectedness—transparency and
joining, attending to individual students, and garnering teacher-class connections. The teacher
established connections with individual students by asking them for clarification about their
responses, encouraging concentration to solve problems and promoting self-accountability
through multiple forms of assessment (Cholewa et al., 2012). Teacher-class connections were
demonstrated by the teacher's strong emphasis on family and kin, prompting students' affirmation
for being successful as well as integrating students' funds of knowledge and culture (Cholewa et
al., 2012). The same teacher was transparent and joined as a member of the class by voicing her
thought process (explaining reasons for needing to meet expectations), sharing her imperfections
through intentional and unintentional mistakes for correction, and celebrating student success
with light-hearted jokes based on student’s cultural backgrounds (Cholewa et al., 2012). This
aligns with prior studies where teachers incorporated materials and modified practices to honor
students’ cultural backgrounds and improve their academic achievement (Haslip et al., 2018;
Linan-Thompson et al., 2018). These findings suggest that teachers who consistently
communicate with students at individual and whole-class levels may promote emotional
connectedness, especially when students’ cultural backgrounds are incorporated into instruction.
Teachers’ classroom management practices may contribute to teachers’ abilities to
emotionally connect with their students, which in turn may impact relationships with students.
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For instance, Gest and colleagues (2014) investigated 54 urban and rural elementary teachers'
practices for managing classroom social dynamics related to emotionally connecting with
students. Social dynamics include interactional patterns of teachers and students and students
striving to meet academic, behavioral, and social demands (Gest et al., 2014; Gronlund; 1959).
Findings from observations, surveys, and interviews revealed that teachers who frequently used
strategies to manage classroom social dynamics had positive interactions with students (Gest et
al., 2014). Teachers demonstrated and reported support for students building friendships with
their classmates and solving conflicts with peers (Gest et al., 2014). Aligned with prior research,
teachers reported that sharing responsibility for managing the classroom led to increased
emotional connectedness with students (Kwok, 2017; Peck et al., 2015; Ulluci, 2009). Teachers
also created flexible seating arrangements and workgroups as well as directly asked students
about their needs to manage and strengthen relationships (Gest et al., 2014).
Although studies indicate teacher promotion of emotional connectedness has implications
for their abilities to build teacher-student relationships, additional studies about teacher practices
need to be conducted in urban elementary schools (Bondy et al., 2013; Ulluci, 2009). However,
this study did not continue to aggregate data across school contexts, but rather identified
teachers’ individual beliefs and practiced, which provided further contextualization of teachers'
practices. This study addressed research gaps by focusing on urban elementary contexts which
provide insight into the role of cultural responsiveness in teachers' self-reported practices to
emotionally connect with their students.
Community Engagement. Teachers who engage in culturally responsive pedagogy may
cultivate teaching practices by engaging in their students' communities, especially in urban
school contexts (Gay, 2010; Milner, 2012). Teachers practice community engagement by
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intentionally and consistently engaging in communities that affect their students' learning and
general well-being (Gay, 2013; Milner, 2018). Community engagement goes beyond visiting
local stores, churches, health care providers, and organizations – it focuses on educators seeking
to understand values, norms, aspirations, hardships, and needs within communities by interacting
with its members (Gay, 2010; Yosso, 2005). Teachers seek to bridge schools and communities
by creating enduring partnerships that support students' success inside and outside of the
classroom (Cooper et al., 2015; Farinde-Wu et al., 2017). Through community engagement,
educators further appreciate and utilize students' funds of knowledge and community cultural
wealth—acknowledging students as competent individuals with inherent abilities, knowledge,
and valuable life experiences (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Yosso, 2005). Teachers who engage in
students’ communities may have more opportunities to build meaningful relationships with
students as well as respond to their interests and needs (Farinde-Wu et al., 2017).
Research conducted at the school district level has reinforced that community
engagement within schools may have implications for academic optimism and teachers’
opportunities to build relationships with students. Academic optimism has been defined as
teachers’ collective efficacy of high expectations for student learning based on trust among
teachers, students, and parents to improve student learning (Hoy et al., 2006; Smith & Hoy,
2007). For instance, Kirby and DiPaola (2011) surveyed 1,292 teachers across 35 public, urban
elementary schools. Based on teacher climate surveys that included a subscale on community
engagement, teachers’ community engagement was positively related to academic optimism.
Students had higher achievement levels in schools where teachers consistently engaged within
students’ communities (Kirby & DiPaola, 2011). Schools that welcomed community members
and parents as resources were able to build respectful, collaborative relationships with students
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and their families (Kirby & DiPaola, 2011; Simon & Johnson, 2015). When urban schools have a
sustained commitment to student success by purposefully engaging with communities, teachers
are more likely to remain at that school in order to maintain relationships with students (Drury &
Baer, 2011; Kirby & DiPaola, 2011). Urban community schools, or full-service schools, build
relationships with community members that contribute to teachers’ abilities to build relationships
with students (Adams, 2010; Castrechini, 2012). In a similar large-scale interview study, teachers
expressed that administrative support to engage within communities improved relationships with
students (Kraft, 2015; Ladd, 2011). These findings suggest that when schools recognize the
importance of community engagement, teachers may be more likely to build relationships with
students (Gaitan, 2012). However, in this study, teachers were explicitly asked about their
community engagement which provides insight into teachers’ experiences in schools to help
understand connections between teachers’ community engagement and their ability to build
teacher-student relationships.
Teachers in urban schools who value community engagement may implement more
culturally responsive teaching practices, with implications for building relationships with
students. For example, Wiggan and Warren (2016) studied teacher, administrator, and student
perceptions and experiences at one, urban middle school that was recognized for student
academic achievement through community engagement. Findings from interviews and
observations revealed that teachers referred to their school as a village, in which everyone was
accountable for student success through dialogue (Wiggan & Warren, 2016). In similar studies,
teachers actively sought opportunities to have frequent, genuine interactions with students
outside of school (e.g., church services, community council meetings, recreation centers), which
attributed to students’ willingness to connect with teachers in the classroom because of shared
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experiences within the community (Bloom & Owens, 2013; Esligner, 2014). In addition, teachers
may engage in a variety of practices that involve the community in their classroom. Teachers
who invite community members to serve as guest co-teachers throughout the school year help to
cultivate a bridge between the school and community (Wiggan & Warren, 2016). Teachers who
live within the school’s community may be engaged due to their historical insight, make frequent
home visits, and participate in decision making at local meetings that shape their students’
environment (Reed, 2009). Teachers may also embed materials from the community that reflect
student culture to increase rigor while consistently meeting and exceeding state standards
(Matias & Mackey, 2016; Wiggan & Warren, 2016). Through such practices, teachers have been
able to address students’ social and emotional needs and provide opportunities to connect with
students (Martin et al., 2010; Wiggan & Warren, 2016).
Thus, teachers who embrace community engagement practice culturally responsive
practices to meet their students’ needs. While most studies combined teachers’ and other
stakeholders’ perceptions, less is known about teachers’ reasons for engaging within
communities (Reed, 2009). This study focused on urban elementary schools through in-depth
interviews to emphasize teachers’ beliefs about their school, experiences within the school, and
ways they make connections from the community to the classroom that help to build
relationships with their students.

Need Supportive Teaching (NST)
Need supportive teaching (NST) applies Self-Determination theory (SDT) to the
classroom context and includes teachers practices for supporting students’ psychological needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Reeve, 2006; Stroet et al., 2013, 2015). Three
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dimensions of need supportive teaching include autonomy-support (autonomy), structure
(competence), and involvement (relatedness) to promote student motivation and learning
(Bakadorova & Raufelder, 2018; Stroet et al., 2013, 2015). Teacher autonomy-supportive
practices include providing students with choice, relevance, and respect (Stroet et al., 2013,
2015). Teachers who provide structure in their classrooms offer students consistent monitoring,
explicit expectations, and help (Stroet et al., 2013, 2015). Teachers who encourage involvement
in their classrooms provide frequent, positive, and pleasant personal interactions with their
students, which may lead to interpersonal bonding (Stroet et al., 2013, 2015).
Teachers’ abilities to provide need supportive practices may look different, depending on
schools’ expectations for teacher to support students’ learning. Stroet and colleagues (2015)
examined two Dutch urban middle school teachers' expressions of need supportive teaching
associated with educational approaches (i.e., traditional versus social constructivist). Findings
from video-audio taped classroom observations illuminated specific ways that teachers
incorporated need-supportive teaching practices with their students. Teachers' autonomysupportive practices consisted of facilitating student-centered and problem-based dialogue,
encouraged students to share ideas about content, and builded relevance by convincing students
to engage in tasks (Stroet et al., 2015). Structure and involvement were illustrated by teachers'
provision of individual guidance, informational feedback, and encouragement to persevere
through academic tasks (Stroet et al., 2015).
Additionally, in the United States, students’ motivational levels have been associated
with teachers’ need supportive practices. Kiefer and Pennington (2017) investigated how urban
middle school students’ (N = 209) perceptions of teachers’ practices, in one school, were
associated with all three need supportive dimensions. Based on students’ survey responses,
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teachers’ practices of choice, monitoring, help, and respect, were positively related to intrinsic
motivation for accomplishing academic tasks. Student perceptions of teacher practices as
respectful, with clear guidelines for behavioral expectations and learning, were positively related
to a sense of school belonging. Teacher structure had varied associations with students’
motivation for learning. It is likely that need supportive teaching practices that may differ
between elementary and middle school in terms of school context and student needs. Thus, there
is a need for a more in-depth investigation of how teachers’ need supportive practices are
understood in the context of urban elementary schools. This section discusses three key
components of need supportive teaching practices that have may implications for teacher-student
relationships in urban schools – autonomy support, structure, and involvement.
Autonomy Support. Teachers who demonstrate autonomy-supportive practices promote
choice, relevance, and respect (Stroet et al., 2013, 2015). Educators may do this by creating
learning opportunities based on their students' interests, allowing students to make meaningful
decisions that engage them in learning learning (Stroet et al., 2013; 2015). Autonomy-supportive
teachers ensure relevance by connecting the learning activities (e.g., tasks, lessons, or behaviors)
to goals that hold intrinsic value for their students (Stroet et al., 2013; 2015). Teachers
demonstrate respect for students by actively listening, trusting, and responding to their students'
feelings, concerns, and ideas, as well as valuing their perspectives (Stroet et al., 2013; 2015).
Teachers’ autonomy-supportive practices and perceived effectiveness may differ across
school contexts. For example, across eight different nations, Reeve and colleagues (2014)
examined public school, PreK-12 teachers’ (N = 815) motivational styles (autonomy-supportive
versus controlling) and underlying beliefs about whether associated practices may be effective
for teaching their specific students. An autonomy-supportive style was associated with teachers
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who embrace students’ perspectives, display patience, and accept students’ expression of
negative affect (Reeve et al., 2014). Teachers’ controlling style suppressed student expression
with extrinsic incentives that mitigated opportunities for student choice and limited their
interactions with students (Reeve et al., 2014). Autonomy-supportive and controlling
motivational style teaching scenarios demonstrated that most teachers in collectivist nations
subscribed to a more controlling style (Reeve et al., 2014). Teachers who described their
teaching practices as autonomy-supportive were also not found to subscribe to a specific national
collectivism-independence (Reeve et al., 2014). Thus, autonomy-supportive practices may be
preferred by teachers across different cultural contexts (Reeve et al., 2014), which supports the
benefits of autonomy-supportive practices across cultures (Chirkov, 2009; Reeve, 2009).
Teachers’ autonomy-supportive practices may be more prevalent in school climates that
value student voice, especially in urban school contexts (Adams et al., 2015; Cohen et al., 2009).
School climate concerns the quality of shared experiences among members of the school
community and includes behavioral norms and regularities that exist within the school (Adams et
al., 2015; Cohen et al., 2009; Esposito, 1999). Findings from studies on school climates with
strong, collective faculty and school trust suggest that teachers may be more empowered to
engage in autonomy-supportive practices (Adams & Forsyth, 2013; Goddard et al., 2009; Hoy,
2012). Collective faculty and school trust refer to feelings of sincerity, openness, reliability, and
benevolence (Goddard, 2009; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999). Thus, positive school climates
and collective trust may have implications for teachers’ autonomy-supportive practices that in
turn, may enable them to build relationships with their students.
Teachers in positive school climates have been found to acknowledge students' voices, or
allow student decision-making and opportunities for collaboration, to increase opportunities for
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student success – an autonomy-supportive practice (Ferguson, 2011; Reeve & Halusic, 2009).
For example, Ferguson (2011) investigated 13 urban elementary teachers' practice of promoting
student. After researchers compiled data from students about their perceptions of the school and
classroom climate, teachers engaged in interviews to reflect on ways to enhance their autonomysupportive practices. Teachers reported promoting students' voices (i.e., sharing feelings,
interests, and self-expression) to enhance the classroom climate as a means of building better
relationships with their students (Ferguson et al., 2011).
Teachers' autonomy-supportive practices may be more prevalent in certain types of
teachers' curricular choices. Teachers embedded choices and incorporated social skills into the
curriculum to meet students' interests (Ferguson et al., 2011; Guay et al., 2010; Pelletier &
Sharp, 2009). Teachers' have been found to provide opportunities for students to engage in
subject matter based on interest, age-appropriate literature choices, while respecting students’
time for decision-making – increasing value of gained knowledge (De Naeghel et al., 2016; Jang
et al., 2010; Sierens et al., 2009).
Structure. Teachers provide structure through communicating consistent, clear, and
explicit expectations for students to achieve tasks and behaviors (Stroet et al., 2013; 2015).
Teacher structure also includes progress monitoring by providing constructive, informational,
and non-comparative feedback that builds students’ perceived control over their academic and
behavioral outcomes (Stroet et al., 2013; 2015). Lastly, teachers promote structure by offering
help, when prompted by students, to provide further guidance and encourage task completion
that is free of pressuring language (Stroet et al., 2013; 2015).
Although this concept has been studied in the United States, recent studies in other
countries have spurred consideration of explicit connections between structure and teacher-
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student relationships. For example, Rubies-Davies (2010) examined associations between
elementary school teachers’ (N=9) expectations for students' and teachers' perceptions of
students' attitudes, with implications for teacher-student relationships, across schools in New
Zealand. Teachers’ high or low expectations referred to the extent of challenges that teachers
applied in classroom practices based on their perceptions about students' academic achievement
(e.g., explanation of concepts, questioning techniques, and behavioral directions) (Rubie-Davies,
2010). Findings revealed that teachers with high expectations mostly perceived students who had
a positive attitude toward learning to be more interested in building teacher-student relationships
(Rubies-Davies, 2010). In similar studies, teachers' communication of high expectations was
reflected by students' high academic achievement and increased ability to establish teacherstudent relationships (Brinkworth et al., 2018; Roorda et al., 2011). However, teachers with low
expectations rated students' interest in building teacher-student relationships significantly lower
than students they held to higher expectations (de Jong et al., 2018; Rubies-Davies, 2010). This
study confirmed that teachers’ provision of structure, through high expectations, may have
contributed to the teachers' abilities to build relationships with students.
Studies in urban schools have also focused primarily on teachers’ abilities to build
relationships with students in the presence of students’ externalizing behaviors (e.g., physical
aggression, cursing, cheating, etc.), in which teachers’ structure practices have been related to
meeting students’ needs (Engels et al., 2016; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). Teachers’ structural
practices have included ongoing feedback for critical thinking and classroom organization (i.e.,
behavior management for engagement) to promote student learning (Brown et al., 2010; Pianta,
1999). For instance, Hoglund and others (2015) highlighted associations between urban
elementary teachers’ (N=65) classroom quality and aggregate externalizing behaviors, with

60

implications for teachers' abilities to build relationships with their students. Findings from
classroom observations and teachers' survey responses indicated that teachers with high
structural practices may lead to less externalizing behaviors (Hoglund et al., 2015). Teachers that
were able to offer structure through clear and consistent behavioral expectations, engaging
lessons, and high-quality feedback experienced minimized occurrences of externalizing
behaviors among their students (Domen et al., 2019; Hoglund et al., 2015; Pakarinen et al.,
2010). Learner-centered instructional approaches, coupled with teachers' openness and effective
responses to students' requests for help, have also mitigated externalizing behaviors across
classrooms (Battey et al., 2016; Ponitz et al., 2009). While researchers may have focused on
urban elementary schools, this study gained teachers' in-depth perspectives, through interviews,
which were used to inform connections between teachers' structure practices and their ability to
build teacher-student relationships.
Structure provides opportunities for teachers to build positive relationships with students,
which in turn contributes to the classroom quality (La Paro et al., 2009; Malmber et al., 2010).
Teachers that have engaged in interventions to systematically implement structure (e.g., specific
statements of praise and approval) were able to meet their students’ needs for academic and
behavioral engagement (Cook et al., 2017; Reinke at al., 2013). Student learning may be
optimized when teachers intentionally consider the needs of the class as a whole, then focus on
the needs of specific students (McIntosh et al., 2010; Myers et al., 2011).
Involvement. Teachers express involvement by exhibiting meaningful and personal
interactions with students and by encouraging a positive and supportive learning environment
(Stroet et al., 2013; 2015). Teachers express care and concern for their success by treating
students fairly and with continued respect for their learning process (Stroet et al., 2013).
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Educators also value students by being dependable, seeking frequent and positive interactions
with students, and helping to build relationships with students (Stroet et al., 2013).
Teacher involvement is associated with school connectedness, which has implications for
building positive, supportive teacher-student relationships. For example, Vidourek and King
(2014) explored rural and urban teachers’ (N = 419) classroom-based practices for enhancing
students’ school connectedness across randomly selected elementary and middle schools in the
midwestern United States. School connectedness referred to the extent that students feel their
school environment and included teacher care and support for student learning and general wellbeing (Rowe & Stewart, 2011; Waters et al., 2010). The findings indicated that most teachers
expressed care by acknowledging students by their first names, showing positive dispositions,
incorporating humor, and implementing rules for treating themselves and others with respect
(Vidourek & King, 2014). These findings align with prior studies indicating teachers who were
highly involved shared personal stories, frequently smiled, integrated class discussion
opportunities, encouraged open sharing of feelings, and engaged in small talk with students
(Monahan et al., 2010; Niehaus et al., 2012). Specifically, elementary teachers’ practices
included morning ice breakers, explicit statements and displays of care, and opportunities to
practice responsibility (Hughes et al., 2012; Vidourek & King, 2014; Zee et al., 2013).
In addition to ties with school connectedness, teacher involvement has been examined
through systematic behavioral interventions to build teacher-student relationships. In a recent
study, Cook and colleagues (2018) evaluated the effectiveness of elementary teachers’
implementation of the establish-maintain-restore (EMR) method to enhance relationships with
students. The EMR intervention provided teachers with explicit, positive classroom-based
relational strategies when interacting with students, supporting the relationship-building process
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(Cook et al., 2018). Based on findings from scales, class-wide and individual student
observations, checklists, teachers who utilized EMR showed positive, significant changes in
relationships with students compared with teachers in the control group (Cook et al., 2018).
Teachers’ EMR practices included spending time with individual students to discuss their
interests, providing daily affirmations, greeting students upon arrival by their names, and giving
compliments (Cook et al., 2018). In related studies, teachers also implemented activities for
students to become aware of their own and others' feelings and behaviors in order to enhance the
classroom climate (Durlak et al., 2011; Miller et al., 2017; O'Connor et al., 2011). When teachers
sought to restore relationships, they delivered apologies, made caring statements, and
collaborated with students to resolve and avoid negative interactions with each other (Cook et al.,
2018; Miller et al., 2017; Sklad et al., 2012).

Summary and Gaps in the Literature
This review of literature has identified several gaps in studying teacher-student
relationships in urban elementary school contexts, connected to content and design. Gaps
include the identification of school contexts and teacher participants, range of grade levels,
theoretical frameworks, and methodology to examine teachers' beliefs and practices across urban
contexts. The aim of this study was to address these identified gaps in the literature.

Urban School Context and Teacher Participants
Identification of the types of urban schools (e.g., traditional public, charter, or magnet
schools) is underreported in research investigating teacher-student relationships. Studies often
claim participating schools are within urban school districts, but do not provide a rich description
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of the school context, or how schools are situated in the district (e.g., Murray & Zoch, 2011;
Schmid, 2018). Although urban schools are recognized as being in the center of urban
communities, few studies include or identify schools as urban community schools (e.g., Gaitan,
2012; Kirby & DiPaola, 2011). Studies that include urban schools frequently combine suburban
and rural schools, and report aggregated findings from all schools (e.g., Brinkworth et al., 2018;
Hollingshead et al., 2016; Peck et al., 2015). By combining findings, less is known about the
characteristics and experiences of teachers within urban schools. In most studies, background
information about teachers is minimal. Information about teachers (i.e., age, teacher preparation,
years of teaching experience; Murray & Zvoch, 2011; Rucinski et al., 2017; Spilt et al., 2012)
can provide insight into factors that shape teachers’ relationships (Ullucci, 2009; Walker, 2011).
This study included public, urban Title I elementary schools that served students in grades K-5
and included in-depth descriptions of the school’s context with additional respect to teachers’
beliefs and practices.

Grade Levels
Despite increased awareness about the positive benefits of teacher-student relationships,
research has primarily clustered samples from early elementary, middle, and high school (e.g.,
Bonner, 2018; Butler, 2012; Farinde-Wu et al., 2017; Samuels, 2018). Early primary grade levels
have been extensively examined, possibly due to researchers considering the origin of teacherstudent relationships within the formal education system (e.g., Haslip et al., 2018; Spilt et al.,
2012). There is a need for additional studies that exclusively focus on intermediate elementary
grade levels (i.e., third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade; Guerra & Wubenna, 2017). Examining upper
elementary grades more in-depth may provide an understanding regarding teacher-relationships
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(Rucinski et al., 2017; Walker, 2011). This study concentrated on third- through fifth-grade
teachers’ experiences for building relationships with students within urban, Title I elementary
schools.

Theoretical Frameworks
Culturally responsive pedagogy can be used as a lens for gaining a deeper understanding
of teachers’ experiences in urban schools (e.g., Peck et al., 2015; Schmid, 2018), including urban
elementary school contexts. Efforts have also been made to consider how self-determination
theory and need supportive teaching theory may enhance teacher-student relationships (e.g.,
Stroet et al., 2015; Wallace et al., 2014). However, explicit discussions of culturally responsive
pedagogy within prior studies have been limited (e.g., Hachfeld et al., 2015; Lauermann &
König, 2016; Reeve et al., 2014). To understand teachers’ beliefs and practices, researchers have
continued to emphasize teachers’ fidelity in interventions to build relationships with their
students, but less is known about naturally occurring strategies and processes that teachers use
within their classrooms (Bakadarova & Raufelder, 2018; Brinkworth et al., 2018). Moreover,
teacher-student relationships are often not the focus of this line of research, although
relationships have been mentioned among salient findings and implications for research (e.g.,
Coffey & Farinde-Wu, 2016). This study was informed by an integrated theoretical framework
centered on culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) and motivation
beliefs based on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) and need supportive
teaching practices (NST; Stroet et al., 2013). This study also highlighted teachers’ practices that
honored students’ backgrounds with intentional methods to understand teachers’ classroom and
school contexts for building relationships with their students (Gregory et al., 2010; Spencer,
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2009). Teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with their students, were
examined through identifying teachers’ motivational beliefs, need supportive practices, and
cultural responsiveness for building relationships with their students.

Methodology
Qualitative methods for investigating teacher-student relationships have been less
common and are vital for providing in-depth descriptions of school and classroom contexts
(Sabol & Pianta, 2014). Few studies using qualitative methods have studied teachers’ beliefs and
practices within a single school (e.g., Cholewa et al., 2012; Hollingshead, 2016). Qualitative
methodologies have the potential to provide an in-depth, enhanced understanding about how
teachers’ beliefs are understood in the context of urban schools and relate to teacher-student
relationships (Milner, 2018). Through an in-depth analysis of teacher interviews (e.g., FarindeWu, 2017; Hornstra, 2015; Schmid, 2018), rich data regarding teachers’ perceptions of teacherstudent relationships within urban elementary schools may be obtained. By using qualitative
approaches such as case study, teacher voices may help to contextualize the findings (Bondy et
al., 2013; Coffey & Farinde-Wu, 2016; Wiggan & Watson, 2016). This may provide an
enhanced understanding of teacher beliefs and practices, as well as how teachers build
relationships with their students within upper elementary grades in urban schools. To address
these gaps, this qualitative study included a data collection process which consisted of a threeseries interview process, including teacher-selected artifacts. The focus was on examining
teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools.
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODS

The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth examination of third through fifthgrade teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with students in urban, Title I
elementary schools. This research was informed by an integrated theoretical framework, centered
on culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) and motivation beliefs based
on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) and need supportive teaching
practices (NST; Stroet et al., 2013). This study aimed to answer the following research questions:
(1) What informs teachers’ beliefs about building teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools, and (2) How do teachers build teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools?
These questions were explored within a qualitative, in-depth three-series interview
process with three, third- through fifth-grade teachers across various urban, Title I elementary
schools. This chapter provides a description of the methods utilized to explore these questions.
The first two sections explain the research paradigm of interpretivism and the qualitative
research design. The third section outlines the recruitment population with the selection criteria
and consent process. The fourth section provides a description of each teacher that was included
in the study. The fifth and sixth sections describe the data collection and data analysis procedures
for examining the teachers’ beliefs and self-reported practices. The last sections include ethical
considerations and trustworthiness of this study.
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Research Paradigms
This qualitative study was most closely aligned with the interpretivism research paradigm
that recognizes the accumulation of knowledge as a transactional endeavor (Lincoln & Guba,
2000). For example, I engaged with the teachers through in-depth, three-series interview process
to capture the complexity of teachers’ experiences. In contrast to the use of checklists and
surveys (e.g., Cook et al., 2018; Guerra & Wubbena, 2017), I allowed myself, as the researcher,
to uncover taken-for-granted assumptions and engage in extensive inquiry (Sleeter, 2012). I
recognized that the methodology appropriate to interpretivism had to delve into the teachers’
minds with “meaning-making, sense-making activities” (Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p. 41).
Therefore, this study incorporated activities, such as in-depth interviews based on the teachers’
self-selected artifacts, that provided insight into how the teachers made meaning of events and
concrete situations to inform their teaching beliefs and practices for building relationships with
their students (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Interpretivism provided a lens to reveal multiple factors
that inform teachers’ beliefs and help support their practices, including individual intrapersonal,
cognitive factors, as well as interpersonal, contextual factors. Teacher voices, through in-depth
interviewing, were instrumental as they helped contextualize the findings based on their own
experiences which has been undermined in previous research studies (Bondy et al., 2013; Coffey
& Farinde-Wu, 2016; Wiggan & Watson, 2016). Also, the study focused on the context of urban,
Title I elementary schools, with connections to culturally responsive pedagogy, which
considered the political, cultural, and socioeconomic context in which the teachers’ beliefs and
practices were situated when building relationships with students.
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Philosophical Orientations
Based on my ontological perspective, the form and nature of what is to be known was
about elementary teachers building teacher-relationships in urban, Title I schools (Lincoln &
Guba, 2013). Aligned with interpretivism, I utilized multiple pathways to understand what
teachers’ beliefs with examples for building relationships with students. For example, I engaged
in an active process of inquiry-based research by seeking several forms of data collection which
consisted of in-depth teacher interviews about their beliefs and practices, including opportunities
for the teachers to bring self-selected artifacts.
Epistemologically, this qualitative study was based on my recognition of learning from
the teachers’ beliefs and practices for building teacher-student relationships (Lincoln & Guba,
2013). I valued the teachers’ cognitive and epistemological ability to actively utilize their
knowledge to share meaning from their beliefs and experiences for building relationships with
students throughout the study (Phillips, 1995). For example, I gained understanding about the
teachers’ experiences by interacting with the teachers through an in-depth interview process,
followed by member checking. For interpreting data, I regarded the teachers’ data to be regarded
as the “knowable (to-be-known) [which] is highly person- and context-specific” (Lincoln &
Guba, 2013, p. 40).
My axiologically was based on ethics of balancing values between myself and the
teachers in the study. As it relates to interpretivism, I honored my values and teachers’ values as
tools for processing ideas and materials (Foss & Littlejohn, 2009). I considered my own
experiences as an urban, Title I elementary school teacher, while I focused on highlighting the
teachers’ beliefs and practices for building teacher-student relationships. I aimed to minimize
and not overshadow the teachers’ interview responses with my own biases (Guba, 1981). For
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example, I engaged in reflexive journaling to reflect on my experiences to monitor any biases I
had while collecting and analyzing data to answer the research questions for this study.

Research Design
The study was conducted using a qualitative research design, with a five-week data
collection period, during the 2020-2021 academic school year. Three teachers from upperelementary grade levels (third- through fifth-grade) within various urban, Title I elementary
schools served as participants. A qualitative design was an appropriate methodology because I
chose to deeply describe the teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with their
students across similar contexts: urban, Title I elementary schools. This research design was
appropriate for this study, which included in-depth, three-series interviews with teacher-selected
artifacts, along with my practice of reflexive journaling. The research questions were centered
around describing phenomena that were transferrable across urban, Tile I elementary schools
(Lincoln & Guba, 2013; Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017). I engaged in context-sensitive research that
unearthed situated beliefs and practices as I considered the complex social settings of urban,
Title I schools, which contributing to the body of knowledge relating to teacher-student
relationships (Schwandt & Gates, 2018).

Recruitment
I recruited four to six teachers to participate from upper-elementary grade levels (third
through fifth grade) currently teaching at Title I schools during the 2020-2021 academic year by
engaging in purposive snowball sampling (see Figure 2). Since I was interested in recruiting inservice elementary teachers, I chose to begin recruitment by emailing program coordinators
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across 23 graduate programs within the College of Education at a large, four-year, research
university in the southeastern United States:


Master of Arts (M.A.) in Educational Studies, Elementary Education, and Reading
Education



Master of Education (M.Ed.) in Curriculum & Instruction with concentrations in
Educational Leadership, Foreign Language Education, and Learning Design and
Technology



Education Specialist (Ed.S.) in Curriculum & Instruction with concentrations in
Instructional Technology, Reading-Language Arts Education, and Elementary
Education Concentration



Doctor of Education (Ed.D.) in Educational Program Development



Doctor of Philosophy (Ph.D.) in Curriculum & Instruction with concentrations in
Educational Psychology, Elementary Education, English Education, Instructional
Technology, Literacy Studies, Mathematics Education, Science Education, Social
Science Education, Teacher Education, Educational Leadership, and Technology in
Education and Second Language Acquisition

Program coordinators directed graduate students to contact me to check if they met the
selection criteria and were permitted to forward the recruitment email (see Appendix A: Email
Invitation to Program Coordinators) and informational flyer (see Appendix B: Invitational
Flyer) to other teachers that they knew who may have fit the selection criteria for the study.
Purposive snowball sampling was appropriate because the nature of the study required urban,
Title I elementary school teachers in which the research university included graduate students
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that were more likely to meet the selection criteria by being employed as teachers or have known
teachers (Kerlinger & Lee, 1986; Patton, 1990; e.g., Wiggans & Watson, 2016).

Figure 2. Recruitment Process.
Teacher Selection Criteria
To maintain increased focus on potential teachers who best fit the purpose of the study
(Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2006), I adhered to four inclusion criteria and six exclusion criteria
(with provisions for the withdrawal of participants).
Inclusion Criteria. Any teacher (age 21 and older – no maximum limitation) was
considered for participation if they met all the following criteria:
1. certified, general education teacher from upper-elementary grade levels (third, fourth,
and fifth grade);
2. currently teaching at an urban, Title I school as designated by respective school
district, during the 2020-2021 school year;
3. remain as the teacher of record during the research period; and
4. have at least one year of teaching experience in a Title I school setting prior to the
2020-2021 school year.
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Based on these criteria, I made my final decisions for inviting potential participants who
1) express commitment to the research period (five-week period), 2) contribute to the balance of
grade levels (at least one teacher from each grade level, grades 3-5) as I aimed to not select all
teachers from the same grade level if possible), and 3) diversity of race/ethnicity, if possible.
In the final two weeks, the teachers engaged in member checking and were given the choice to
complete and return a member checking guide or have a brief conversation with the researcher
(via phone or video conferencing) about their interview data based on the member checking
guide.
Diversity of Race/Ethnicity. By not specifying recruitment of teachers from specific
racial/ethnic backgrounds, I provided an open invitation to any teachers across a wide range of
racial and ethnic backgrounds to account for possible differences in experiences and strove for a
heterogenous population of teachers (Endo, 2015; Eslinger, 2014; Milner, 2012). Teachers from
across diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, may have included American Indian/Alaska
Native, Asian, Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino(a), Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander,
and White (NCES, 2019a).
Exclusion Criteria. Any teachers who were neither from upper-elementary grade levels
(third, fourth, and fifth grade) nor currently teaching at a Title I school (in an urban school
setting as designated by their respective school district), during the 2020-2021 academic year
were not selected to participate in this study. Resource teachers, special areas teachers,
instructional coaches, and substitute teachers (even with professional licensure) were also
excluded. Additionally, teachers were excluded if they did not remain as the teacher of record
during the research period, nor having less than at least one year of teaching experience prior to
the 2020-2021 school year in a Title I school setting. The exclusion criteria were applied:
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ceases as the teacher of record: losing/expired professional state licensure to instruct
elementary students in general education classrooms (self-contained or
departmentalized), within elementary grade levels third through fifth grade; no longer
serving as the full-time, teacher of record;



no longer remains as the teacher of record within a Title I school



re-assigned to another position (i.e., resource teacher, special area teacher,
instructional coach, administrator, etc.) resulting in longer serving as the teacher of
record;



re-assigned to a primary grade level;



transferred to another school that is not a Title I school; or



fired or retired from the Title I school.

Teacher Selection Process
A total of six potential participants contacted me (via my university email address), I
responded to their email (see Appendix C: Email Invitation for Initiating Consent Process) to
schedule an individual (one-on-one) virtual, brief informational meeting (with their choice of
video conferencing medium: via Microsoft Teams or Zoom) to confirm that they meet the
criteria—then providing the consenting process. The participants sent dates/times that
corresponded with their own availability to attend the brief informational meeting within the
same week or following week they initially contacted me.
After receiving their available dates/times, I sent them a password-protected link for the
meeting, via the same email thread they originally initiated with me so that they may access the
applicable video conferencing medium according to one of their preferred date/time options. All
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six potential participants chose to video conference with me via Zoom. I sent potential
participants a preview of detailed study information by attaching a copy of the Script for
Obtaining Verbal Informed Consent form (see Appendix D: Script for Obtaining Verbal
Informed Consent), informing them that a signature requirement has been waived in preparation
for verbal consent for them to access, review, and keep for their own records. During the
meeting, I was the only person in attendance with potential participants. I asked participants if
they meet the inclusion criteria that is required for participation in the study. The teachers had
the opportunity to ask me questions during this time. As a result of screening potential
participants, only four teachers met the inclusion criteria. For the teachers that met the inclusion
criteria, we engaged in the verbal consent process, in which I read aloud the Script for Obtaining
Verbal Informed Consent form.
At the end of the script, I asked participants, “Would like to participate in this study?” If
they verbally respond “yes”, their response officially certified as their consent for agreeing to
participate in the study. Then, I asked the participants (i.e., the teachers) more specific
information about their grade level, school/school district, and their self-identified race/ethnicity,
which I documented at the end of the consent form. On the form, I included their name, “yes”
response, and the date that they verbalized their consent for agreeing to participate in the study.
When they confirmed their consent, I proceeded with the interview by reminding them about the
goal of the interview and interview questions. After each interview, I emailed the teachers the
same scheduling format for them to decide whether they would continue the next interview
and/or member checking.
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Withdrawal of Participants. Partial withdrawals from procedures were not permitted as
the study was based on the completion of the three-interview series process, followed by member
checking to maintain the validity of the study. Participants were able to choose to withdraw at
any time or be withdrawn from the study by me. The only circumstances that participants were
withdrawn were if, 1) met the exclusion criteria during the data collection process, 2) did not
schedule to complete the interview series in the designated weeks, or 3) did not complete the
member checking process via email, phone, or video conferencing.
Only one of the original four teachers that met all the selection criteria was not included
in this report of this study because she was withdrawn before beginning the data collection
process. The teacher met the second withdrawal criterion: did not schedule to complete the
interview series in the designated weeks. She did not respond to the email following the
informational meeting during the consent process to begin scheduling the first interview during
the first full month (September) of data collection.
Therefore, all data from the teacher that withdrew from the study were destroyed
immediately. I individually emailed the teacher(s) that met the aforementioned criteria to notify
them that they had been withdrawn from the research via my University of South Florida
(ravenr@usf.edu) email address to their preferred email address. In the email, I included
applicable circumstance(s) and thanked the teacher(s) for their participation.

Teachers
This study aimed to examine the teachers’ beliefs and practices for building teacherstudent relationships in urban, Title I school elementary schools. Based on the selection criteria,
completion of the consent process, a total of three teachers (see Table 1) participated in the
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research study. All the teachers’ names and current Title I school were replaced with
pseudonyms to protect the teachers’ identities.
Although all the teachers taught in urban, Title I elementary schools, their backgrounds
related to building teacher-student relationships were not to be expected to be the same, especially
considering their current Title I school types being public, local/neighborhood schools and a
magnet school (e.g., Civitillo et al., 2019; Magaldi et al., 2018). I collected a variety of
demographic data about participants within the interviews. I asked teachers about their years and
grades of teaching experience, degrees and certifications, teacher preparation program preparation,
school context, school involvement, and teaching philosophy. I also asked teachers how they
theorized study-related terms and concepts (e.g., teacher beliefs and practices, role of teacher and
students in relationship building process, and definition of relationships).
The background information I gathered about the teachers served as a foundation for
understanding their beliefs and practices for building teacher-student relationships. I was able to
uncover similarities and variations across the teachers’ backgrounds who taught at different school
types. I learned that all teachers taught in the same school district and matriculated through the
same teacher preparation program. The teachers’ four-year university’s teacher preparation
program was in partnership with the culturally diverse school district they currently taught in
which was ranked among the top ten largest school districts in the country. The U.S. Department
of Education (2019) reported that the student population for the school district had an
approximated total of 13,000 teachers and 220,000 students, with a 16:1 student-to-teacher ratio.
Elementary school teachers comprised 36% of the teacher workforce across the school district.
Student demographics were 50% White/Caucasian, 28% Hispanic/Latina/o, 16% Black/African
American, 4% Asian, 2% Other/Multiracial, with 10% of students categorized as English
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Language Learners. Approximately 60% of students qualified and/or received free and reduced
lunch. However, through further questioning, there were many differences across teachers’
backgrounds as well as beliefs and practices.

Table 1. Overview of Teachers.
Teacher

Race/Ethnicity

Highest
Degree

Current
Current
Grade
Title I School
Level

Current
School Type

Heather

White/Caucasian

Master’s

3rd

Apple Elementary

Local/Neighborhood

Patricia

White/Caucasian

Advanced
Graduate

3rd

Maple Elementary

Local/Neighborhood

Jamie

White/Caucasian Master’s

5th

Oak Elementary

Magnet

Heather
Heather had three years of teaching experience and was always a third-grade teacher. She
was self-contained (i.e., teaching all subjects) during her first year of teaching. However, she
moved to being a departmentalized classroom, teaching ELA (English Language Arts)/reading
and writing for the past two years. Heather earned her master’s degree in an MAT program with
an ESOL (English Speakers of Other Languages) endorsement. Throughout this study, she was
working toward her reading endorsement. During her undergraduate program, she tutored
Kindergarten students in afterschool programs at an urban, Title I elementary school. While
pursuing her graduate degree, she was placed in a Kindergarten classroom for her final clinical
(internship) experience. At the time of this study, she had been teaching at the same school she
was hired after earning her graduate degree.
Heather described her school context as a local, neighborhood school. She characterized
her school as having high parental involvement, with an active PTA (Parent Teacher
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Association). Heather has been on several committees, including the school’s PTA and
community involvement committee. As reported by the school district for the 2020-2021
academic year, student demographics were comprised of approximately 75%, Hispanic/Latina/o,
16% Black/African American, 6% White/Caucasian, 1% Asian, 1% Other/Multiracial, with 40%
of students categorized as English Language Learners. Also, the school was comprised of
approximately >30 teachers and <400 students, a 14:1 student-to-teacher ratio, with 93% of
students having qualified and/or received free and reduced lunch. The school received a grade of
“B” for the previous school year (USDOE, 2020). According to the school’s website, the school
improvement plan highlighted providing equitable experiences for students with a focus on small
group instruction to increase standardized test proficiency.
She described her teaching philosophy as being student-centered by addressing students’
interests and needs, based on students being able to build trust with her, which has shaped her
lesson planning to enhance student engagement with content. Heather believed the teacher’s role
for building teacher-student relationships is to set examples for students, while the student’s role
is to put in work and effort to demonstrate their learning, with persistent collaboration between
the teacher and student. She defined “relationships” as the “bond that you form with your
students—how close you are and how comfortable you are together”.

Patricia
Patricia had been a classroom teacher for 18 years, with experience in second- through
fifth-grade levels across various urban, Title I schools. At the time of the study, she was a thirdgrade teacher in a departmentalized classroom, teaching ELA (English Language Arts). Patricia
earned advanced degrees in the field of education, with an ESOL (English Speakers of Other
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Languages) endorsement. She had clinical experiences in urban, Title I schools as she remained
in the same context throughout her entire teaching career.
Patricia described her school context as a local, neighborhood school with a small-sized
student population. This was her first year teaching at the school. She acknowledged that her
school was highly staffed with several school psychologists and ESE (Exceptional Student
Education) personnel, a social worker, a guidance counselor, media specialist, academic coaches,
with numerous custodial, nutrition, and office staff. Patricia, alongside another teacher, has
continued to facilitate job-embedded professional development workshops within her school. As
reported by the school district for the 2020-2021 academic year, student demographics were
comprised of approximately 76% Black/African American, 17% Hispanic/Latina/o, 5%
White/Caucasian, <1% Asian, 2% Other/Multiracial, with 8% of students categorized as English
Language Learners. Also, the school was comprised of approximately >30 teachers and >300
students, a 11:1 student-to-teacher ratio, and 97% of students having qualified and/or received
free and reduced lunch. The school received a grade of “C” for the previous school year
(USDOE, 2020). According to the school’s website, the school improvement plan highlighted
providing students with a safe and nurturing learning environment through small group
instruction to be a successful community of learners.
She described her teaching philosophy as “complex”, meaning she believes that “all
children can learn”, which entailed her willingness to listen to them. She emphasized that she
must learn about students’ academic needs and interests, cultural backgrounds, and
socioemotional needs, as well as their experiences. Patricia believed the teacher and student roles
for building teacher-student relationships is a “reciprocal relationship”—both show vulnerability
with a “mutual level of respect and understanding”. She described “relationships” as a process
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that requires teachers to work on “building” and “maintaining” them, in hopes of students being
“receptive” while meeting their needs.

Jamie
Jamie had five years of teaching experience and was a fifth-grade teacher, with
experience in second- through fifth-grade levels across various urban, Title I schools. At the time
of the study, she was a fifth-grade teacher in a departmentalized classroom, teaching ELA
(English Language Arts). Jamie earned her master’s degree, in an MAT program with an ESOL
(English Speakers of Other Languages) endorsement. Throughout this study, she was working
toward her reading endorsement. While pursuing her graduate degree, she was placed in an
urban, Title I elementary school during her final clinical (internship) experience, which was also
where she began her teaching career. After teaching at this school for four years, she moved to
another Title I school where she has taught since last school year. This past year she looped from
fourth grade to fifth grade (i.e., re-assigned to teacher the same group of students across
consecutive school years).
Jamie’s school was designated as a magnet school by the school district, with a sciencebased focus. A majority of its students were enrolled from surrounding cities and counties. She
characterized her school as having a “dynamic mix of people, families, learners”, high parental
involvement with an active PTA (Parent Teacher Association). In terms of support, Jamie
reported a small-sized school structure with “friendly” support staff, including one guidance
counselor, several RtI (Response to Intervention) staff, and ESE personnel. She has taken on
various leadership roles at the school, such as being a subject area contact representative as well
as a school-wide instructional and grade level lead. As reported by the school district for the
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2020-2021 academic year, student demographics were comprised of approximately 61%
Black/African American, 22% Hispanic/Latina/o, 11% Other/Multiracial, 5% White/Caucasian,
1% Asian, with 5% of students categorized as English Language Learners. Also, the school was
comprised of approximately <20 teachers and >200 students, a 14:1 student-to-teacher ratio, and
92% of students having qualified and/or received free and reduced lunch. The school received a
grade of “D” for the previous school year (USDOE, 2020). According to the school’s website,
the school improvement plan highlighted providing students with authentic learning experiences
through weekly planning, job embedded professional development, small group instruction, and
socioemotional learning.
Her teaching philosophy was focused on helping students understand that the classroom
is a “collaborative” context, with nothing done in “isolation”—treating everyone as “family”—
where she and her students share, hear, and debate different opinions. Jamie believed the
teacher’s role for building teacher-student relationships is to “induce learning”, while the
student’s role is “to be open and willing to participate” in the process—balancing responsibilities
over time. She described “relationships” as the development of a “foundation” to ensure
everyone is “seen and heard”, with “trust” and socioemotional skills to increase “ownership,
security, and stabilization” between teachers and students.

Role of the Researcher
Based on my own experiences as a former, urban Title I elementary school teacher, I was
able to empathize with the teachers while engaging in the research process because I have
personal and professional experience with beliefs and practices for building relationships with
my students in an urban context. Thus, I have acquired background knowledge on possible
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teacher beliefs and practices. The school contexts in the proposed study were similar to the
school contexts from my own teaching experiences. For example, students from my former
urban, Title I school resided in the local neighborhood, including subsidized housing areas,
within a large metropolitan city. The area had limited access to adequate public transportation,
with at least 98% of students receiving free and reduced-price school meals—categorized as
urban intensive (Milner, 2012b; Welsh & Swain, 2020). My subjectivity was influenced by my
experiences as a former urban, Title I elementary school teacher and current teacher educator of
elementary teacher candidates at an urban university. Through my experiences, I have espoused
my own beliefs and practices that have affected my ability to build relationships with my
students. My own personal teaching style and philosophy are based on tenets of culturally
responsive pedagogy in order to respond to the lived experiences, interests, and needs of my
students. I have extrinsic and intrinsic motivational beliefs to teach in urban contexts, which
allowed me to empathize with the teachers as my experiences aligned with their realities
(Merriam, 2009).

Data Collection
To answer the research questions, I engaged in a five-week data collection process (see
Figure 3). The process consisted of three, in-depth interviews, with the three teacher participants
as well as a reflexive journal. During the interview process, I began preliminary data analysis by
engaging in a modified, hybrid inductive and deductive coding process using distinctive datum,
with tentative labels, or memos, to categorize the data from the teachers’ individual interview
data to develop preliminary themes (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Merriam, 2009). All data
were stored in a password-protected USF Box and was analyzed via the Microsoft Word
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processing program on a password-protected computer. None of the data included names or any
other identifying information by only using pseudonyms. Based on the extent of their
participation, each teacher received $50 for participation in the entire study (all three interviews
and member checking) based on the pro-rated amount: Interview 1: $10, Interview 2: $10,
Interview 3: $10, and Member checking: $20. I ensured to reiterate and further explain the
expected compensation from the flyer that I emailed the program coordinators. Figure 3
illustrates the types and process of data collection that I utilized in this study.

Figure 3. Data Collection Process.
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Teacher Interviews
All interviews were semi-structured and lasted approximately 60 minutes (1 hour) each,
for a total of nine interviews (540 minutes or 9 hours). I utilized a semi-structured interview
approach to inquire into each teachers’ beliefs and practices for building teacher-student
relationships to remain responsiveness to the teachers’ responses for answering the research
questions to align with the purpose of the study. All the teachers consistently chose Zoom as
their preferred video conferencing medium for each interview as interviews had to be virtually
conducted due to the COVID-19 pandemic. All interviews were recorded in the Zoom web
application and saved to a password-protected data repository (USF Box) as a mp4 video file. I
interviewed each of the teachers three times, followed by member checking, across consecutive
and non-consecutive weeks (see Table 3).

Table 2. Teacher Interviewing Timeline.
Interview #1:

Interview #2:

Interview #3:

Initial Interview

Artifact-Based

Closing Interview

Heather

late August
2020

early September
2020

mid-September
2020

Patricia

early September
2020

mid-September
2020

mid-September
2020

Jamie

late August
2020

mid-September
2020

early October
2020

Teacher

Initial Interview. The initial interview (see Appendix E: Interview #1 Guide: Initial
Interview) focused on the teachers’ teaching background (e.g., years of experience, educational
preparation/teacher program, teaching philosophy, and reasons for becoming a teacher) and
description of the teaching context (e.g., describing their classroom, school, and surrounding
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community dynamics). I also included questions about their practices related to their
involvement (e.g., any leaderships roles, participation in clubs, or school-related associations) in
their current school context. This interview answered the first and second research question by
contextualizing the teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with their students.
The purpose of the initial interview was to understand the teachers’ “experience[s] in context by
asking him or her to tell as much as possible about him or herself in light of the topic up to the
present time” (Seidman, 2006, p. 17). At the conclusion of the interviews, I thanked the teachers
for their participation and informed them about the next interview in the series. Specifically, we
discussed how they would bring teaching artifacts to the next interview.
Then, we reviewed the focus of the next interview and I answered any questions each of
the teachers had about collecting teacher-selected artifacts. I told the teachers the purpose of the
self-selected artifacts was to produce tangible details to support the articulation of their beliefs
and practices for building teacher-student relationships (Merriam, 2009). Teachers were not
provided criteria for selecting artifacts, as they had the freedom to choose their artifacts that they
believed supported, or were related to, their beliefs and practices for building relationships with
students (e.g., Eslinger, 2014). I encouraged teachers to share ideas and ask questions about the
types of artifacts they planned to bring to the next interview. Finally, the teachers and I discussed
their scheduling availability and the expected focus for Interview #2. Finally, I sent a follow-up
email to confirm their scheduling for Interview #2 with a reminder of the interview and study
expectations as teachers.
Artifact-Based Interview. For the second interview (see Appendix F: Interview #2
Guide: Artifact-Based Interview), the teachers discussed their beliefs and practices for building
teacher-student relationships, including teachers’ self-selected artifacts (see Table 3), including
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connections to their experiences across urban, Title I elementary schools. I began the interview
by asking teachers what the word ‘relationships’ meant to them and their teaching. I initiated the
interview with this question to begin stimulating their thinking on the focus of the research. As
they shared their artifacts, I asked the teachers a series of pre-planned and impromptu questions
in a flexible manner to explain connections to their beliefs and practices. Following, I utilized
discussion prompts related to the teachers’ beliefs, practices, with opportunities for clarification
of connections related to their artifacts (Seidman, 2006). This interview answered the first and
second research question by focusing on the details of the teachers’ lived experiences that
informed their beliefs and helped to support their practices for building teacher-student
relationships (Dewey, 1978; Seidman, 2006). As all interviews were via video conferencing, via
Zoom, I provided the teachers options to present their artifacts: 1) use the ‘screen share’ feature
for sharing electronic documents/artifacts and 2) hold their artifact in view of their video camera.
When the teachers shared each of their artifacts, I asked them to state when they first obtained
the artifact and the reason why they chose their artifacts.
After all artifacts were presented, followed by a series of corresponding questions about
their experiences, I asked the teachers how they believed their artifacts and experiences informed
their relationships with students. I concluded interviews by thanking the teachers for their
participation and informed them about the expectations for the third interview while reminding
them they had the choice to bring more artifacts, as it was not a continued requirement following
the second interview. Finally, I sent a follow-up email to confirm their scheduling for Interview
#3 with a reminder of the interview and study expectations as the teachers.
Closing Interview. The purpose of the closing interview (see Appendix G: Interview #3
Guide: Closing Interview) was to answer both research questions by providing the teachers an
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opportunity to debrief about connections and disconnections between their beliefs and teaching
practices, reflected on their experiences in three-series interview process, and shared future
directions for building relationships with their students (Seidman, 2006). Closing interviews
were necessary as previous studies lacked information about teachers’ perceptions of their
experiences in the research process by only relying on surveys or not asking teachers at any point
of the study (e.g., Cholewa, 2012; Guerra & Wubenna, 2017; Oberfield, 2016). Only Heather
brought one additional artifact to the interview (i.e., handmade card by student with personalized
message from student) to follow up from Interview #2 but did not make further connections to
her responses to questions in this interview. After the interviews, I thanked teachers for their
participation and remind them about my upcoming email for completing the member checking
process. At the end of the data collection period, I individually emailed the teachers their
monetary compensation via Visa e-gift cards (from my university email address to their preferred
email addresses), accrued as the study progresses.
Reflexive Journaling
I engaged in reflexive journaling throughout the study. Reflexive journaling is a
metacognitive writing technique that guided my reflection of my experiences during the research
process (Janesick, 2007). For example, during the data collection stage, I concentrated on details
regarding the teachers’ word choice, pauses, and mannerisms when explaining their beliefs and
practices for building teacher-student relationships. I gained awareness of my subjectivities and
biases by recording my thoughts and providing summaries of my experiences with interviewing
each of the teachers (Attia & Edge, 2017; Saldaña, 2015). I recorded my initial thoughts after the
completion of each interview to notice my immediate reactions. For example, following each
interview, I outlined the teachers’ beliefs and practices against my own in the form of a checklist.
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I placed a checkmark next to teachers’ explicitly mentioned beliefs and practices that aligned
with my background as a former urban, Title I elementary school teacher. This was important
because I needed to remain cognizant of the extent of connections and understanding that I had
related to teachers’ experiences, which affected my process of interpreting the data to answer the
research questions.

Table 3. Teachers’ Self-Selected Artifacts.
Heather

Patricia

Jamie

Card
(from student’s mother)
hand-written message
about being kind,
one of the best teachers,
and seeing growth in her
child’s progress

Activities
(teacher-created)
Paper with the names of
activities listed:
Red light, green light
Races
7up
4corners
Games

Stuffed animal (cat)
(from student with autism)
Used to pass around to students
during morning meetings,
serving as classroom mascot

Card with keychain
(from ELL student)
hand-written message
about being crying on last day
of school
and appreciating
work done with student

Leveled reading books
(district-provided and required)
five, leveled reading books,
across different genres,
at a kidney/guided reading table
arranged side-by-side

Scrapbook
(professionally bound)
Pictures from last day of school,
including whole class and
individual pictures
with students

Card
(from student)
hand-written message
about loving school and saying
teacher is the best

Interest board
(teacher and student-created)
“Our Interests” at the center of
bulletin board with students’
hand-written interests directly
placed under students’ names
PowerPoint slide
(teacher-created)
Titled: “Community Building”
with greeting model and prompts
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Data Analysis
I transcribed and analyzed each of the teachers’ interview data included interview
transcripts (e.g., initial, artifact-based, and closing interviews). I adapted the six-step process for
generating codes from Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006) (see Appendix H: Process of Hybrid
Thematic Analysis) to create themes that exemplified the required rigor for accomplishing a
hybrid, qualitative data analysis by using inductive and deductive analysis. To prepare for
deductive analysis, before data collection, I created a code manual based on culturally responsive
pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) and motivation beliefs based on self-determination
theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) and need supportive teaching practices (NST; Stroet et
al., 2013) (see Appendix I: Code Manual). During and after the data collection process, I
engaged in the following six steps (see Figure 4).

Preliminary Data Analysis
I engaged in three stages of preliminary analysis to review the teachers’ interview data.
During this process I made connections to the extant literature and my code manual on teachers’
motivational beliefs, need supportive practices, and culturally responsive practices for building
teacher-student relationships (Lichtman, 2013; Patton, 2002).
Stage 1. First, I engaged in inductive analysis by repetitively reading each of the
teachers’ interview data to uncover teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with
students (Miles & Hubberman, 1994). I utilized my reflexive journal to further inform my
process of recording tentative labels, or memos, to categorize the data within each teacher’s
interview data to develop preliminary themes (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Merriam, 2009).
For example, I used open coding, I identified distinctive data, with tentative labels, or memos, to
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categorize the data, within each teachers’ interview data (Glaser, 1978; Maxwell, 2012; Merriam,
2009).

Figure 4. Hybrid Data Analysis Process.
Stage 2. Then, I employed deductive analysis by referring to my code manual. I sought
tacit and explicit statements about the teachers’ beliefs and practices from the interviews to
recognize the meaning of the codes connected to the codes from the code manual. For example, I
created groups from the categories to establish broader codes with descriptive summaries to find
coherent patterns and emerging themes, supported by multiple datum from the teachers’ data
sets. For each teacher, I sorted their interview responses into general categories of beliefs and
practices. I used a word or short phrase that symbolized the primary content and essence for
answering my research questions (Saldaña, 2015; Seidman, 2006).
Member Checking. The interview series was followed by a member checking process,
with each individual teacher, based on preliminary data analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Seidman,
2006). Before progressing into further data analysis for final thematic development, I provided
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the teachers an opportunity to individually review data using a member checking guide (see
Appendix J: Member Checking Guide with Teacher-Selected Artifacts). The purpose of member
checking was to allow the teachers to further clarify their responses to ensure the validity of my
data findings (Charmaz, 2006; Seidman, 2006). Member checking guides served to provide the
teachers with insight about how their voices were heard and represented as the teachers in the
study, as previous studies included and suggested similar member checking methods (e.g., Levin,
2018; Watson & Wiggins, 2016).
The member checking guide was organized into two parts for teachers to clarify and
reframe their thinking regarding the building of teacher-student relationships. In the first part, the
teachers were required to review and answer questions (in as much detail as they were
able/willing to offer with no required length) directly into a chart to provide further clarification.
For the second part, the teachers reviewed information related to the artifacts they brought to
Interview #2 (Artifact-Based Interview). For example, I included excerpts from the interview
transcription of how teachers labeled and described artifacts, their stated reason for choosing
each artifact, and their stated overall connection between their artifacts, teaching philosophy, and
teacher-student relationships. For each part, teachers were given the option to make other
comments by making any changes or additions.
I engaged the teachers in the member checking process after they completed their third
interviews. I provided the teachers the choice to complete member checking via email or brief
conversation (via phone or video conferencing). Heather and Jamie chose to send their member
checking guides via email; they completed it within one to two weeks. Patricia chose to engage
in a brief conversation, via Zoom video conferencing. Following our conversation, I transcribed
her responses and organized them in the member checking guide.

92

Member checking was considered complete when each teacher submitted their completed
member checking guide to my email or completed the brief conversation with me. As to not
assert pressure, I only emailed reminders to teachers within two days of their member checking
guide scheduled to be due to complete and submit their member checking guides. After receiving
teachers’ completed guides, I individually emailed the teachers a Visa e-gift card according to
the total pro-rated amount of $50 for participating in the study, as outlined in the invitation flyers
and the teachers’ IRB consent forms.

Final Data Analysis
After all member checking guides were completed, I engaged in the final data analysis
process. During this process, I simultaneously applied the teachers’ member checking responses
to create thematic analysis through inductive and deductive coding to revise and create new
categories. All of the teachers’ responses to the follow-up questions I posed in Part 1 of the
member checking guides further clarified specific terminology and phrases from their interviews,
which significantly affected my interpretation of their beliefs and practices. I was able to
reconsider the initial themes I created during the preliminary data analysis. Regarding Part 2 of
the member checking guide, Jamie and Patricia did not make any changes or additions. However,
Heather added further comments related to one of her artifacts, but this did not affect my
thematic analysis.
Stage 3. I collaborated with two of my faculty advisors to review emerging themes across
all the teachers interview responses and member checking guides. I ensured the teachers’
identifying information was anonymized. I provided my advisors with access to information via
our university, password-protected email accounts from my password-protected personal
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computer. For example, I provided my advisors with tables of outlined, tentative themes with
data, specifying which of the teachers that data was from to support each theme. I provided data
in the form of direct quotes, and data descriptions, and thematic summaries.
Stage 4. I considered my advisors’ feedback while employing deductive analysis through
the code manual to identify meaningful units of text to examine the teachers’ beliefs and
practices connected to motivational frameworks (SDT and NST) as well as culturally responsive
pedagogy (CRP). More codes were included that extended the code manual and literature to
answer the research questions. For example, I noted key words from the data that were note
mentioned in the literature but connected to one of the codes from the code manual.
Stages 5 and 6. Through axial coding, I made connections between codes and identified
broader themes from the data (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). For example, I identified
relationships between categories that were connected to making each of the initial themes.
Subsequently, I moved into the sixth stage, through selective coding which resulted in core
categories or themes (Saldaña, 2015). Before ending the sixth stage, I engaged in a recursive
cycle between the fifth and sixth stages to revisit my connections of the data to the code manual
and literature. For example, I reviewed previously coded data to support my process of grouping
and merging codes into themes. Then, I revisited the three previous stages (stages three through
five), with the previously completed member checking guides, to compare my initial and final
decisions for creating core themes that were representative of the data.

Ethical Considerations
I addressed ethical considerations by considering how I recruited the teachers through
purposive snowball sampling across university graduate programs. I handled my data collection
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process carefully to protect all the teachers’ interview data during and after the study. I also
protected the teachers’ identities throughout the study and in the research report.

Recruitment
I used a structured screening process with clear, inclusion and exclusion criteria to
identify the teachers to be included in this study. This process provided equal opportunity for any
eligible teachers to be invited to the study (Seidman, 2006). Before the brief informational
meeting, I individually emailed potential participants (via password-protected USF Microsoft
Outlook) a password-protected link to access the applicable virtual conferencing room
(Microsoft Teams or Zoom) according to one of their preferred day/time options. During each
informational meeting, I was the only person in attendance with each potential participant and
was not recorded. After the informational meeting, once the teacher verbalized their consent, I
continued emailing the teacher in the same password-protected email thread by sending the
participant a copy of their Script for Obtaining Verbal Informed Consent form with my
documented details according to their verbalized consent for agreeing to participate in the study.
I stored the copy of the consent forms in a password-protected USF Box folder.

Data Collection and Research Report
During interviewing, the same password-protected email thread was also used to schedule
the date/time for the first interview and the remainder of interviews for continued consistency of
privacy. I sent the teachers individual, password-protected links, via this same email thread, to
access the applicable virtual conferencing room, according to one of their scheduling options.
For all interviews, teachers were interviewed via video (via Internet audio/video recorded
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conferencing). I was the only person present and with access to the interview. For video
conferencing interviews, via Zoom, I provided the teachers with a password-protected meeting
link and kept my video and audio in the “on” setting to ensure confidentiality. Video interviews
were recorded in the web application and saved to a password-protected data repository (USF
Box) as a mp4 video file. After the interviews (and member checking) process, I deleted/purged
all email correspondence with the teachers. The data gathered and analyzed was saved in a
password-protected data repository (USF Box) via my laptop computer. I was the only one with
access to the stored data. The teachers did not have access to each other’s data. I was the only
one with access to all stored data and only provided password-protected access to data
summaries to the faculty advisors identified in the IRB consent form. These data remained in my
possession and are scheduled to be destroyed five years after the publication (in ProQuest) of the
study. I assigned and utilized researcher-assigned pseudonyms in place of the teachers’ names
(and others, if mentioned by the teachers), their school’s name, and other identifying
information, as applicable. The teachers were not identified by name throughout the research
process.

Trustworthiness
I engaged in a three-series interviews with each of the three teachers, to examine
teachers’ beliefs and practices for building teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools. This process demonstrated prolonged engagement continued for several
months, across consecutive and non-consecutive weeks. When detailing teacher-selected
artifacts, I ensured to use thick description by providing “concrete details rather than abstract
generalizations, for enhancing sensory imagery for immediacy through details presented at close
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range,” (Emerson et al., 2011, p. 58). My reflexive journal served as foundation for providing
thick description of teachers’ artifacts as I also engage in preliminary coding with emerging
themes to examine teachers’ beliefs and practices. Therefore, this study is credible with rich rigor
due to the time, number of teachers, amount of data collection (interviews with teacher-selected
artifacts), and the hybrid analysis process to answer the research questions (Tracy & Hinrichs,
2017).
I used direct quotes from the teachers’ interviews, including a multi-step memberchecking process to allow the teachers to answer questions for clarifying interview responses,
and provided them the opportunity to make changes or additions. I was able to provide an
accurate portrayal of the teachers’ voices. To ensure credibility, member checking was
considered complete when the teachers submitted their completed member checking guide to my
email or engaged in a brief conversation with me (via phone or video) for reviewing a summary
of their responses and answering questions based on my analysis of their individual interview
data. As a result, the methods allowed for “displaying and clarifying values, by celebrating
subjectivity, and by identifying clearly the [teachers’] voices that permeate and shape the report”
(Lincoln & Guba, 2013, p. 81). Historically teachers’ voices and research within urban, Title I
schools have been limited in previous research studies and in the field of education concerning
their beliefs and practices for building teacher-student relationships. This study served to support
the erosion of deficit-based views about teachers and students’ experiences in urban school
settings, which may insight desires to create change in the types of reputations and opportunities
that policymakers and other stakeholders provide for teachers and students in similar school
contexts (Morrow, 1994).
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Overall, this study rejected the assumption that teachers’ beliefs and practices are
monolithic, which has been understudied across studies focused on urban schools (Farinde-Wu et
al., 2017; Gay, 2013). Therefore, this study provided further insight into what informs teachers’
beliefs and examples of practices teachers have engaged in for building relationships with
students in urban, Title I elementary schools. The methods used in this study allowed the data to
affect an audience with resonance and transferability by other teachers in similar contexts being
able to relate to teachers’ experiences through this in-depth examination of teachers’ beliefs and
practices. I focused on delving deeply into teachers’ beliefs and practices with a focus on
teacher-student relationships in an understudied context in a way that challenged the norms
promulgated by past research (Tracy & Hinrichs, 2017).
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CHAPTER FOUR:
FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth examination of third through fifthgrade teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with students in urban, Title I
elementary schools. This research was informed by an integrated theoretical framework, centered
on culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) and motivation beliefs based
on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) and need supportive teaching
practices (NST; Stroet et al., 2013). This study aimed to answer the following research questions:
(1) What informs teachers’ beliefs about building teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools, and (2) How do teachers build teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools?
This chapter presents the findings of the teachers' in-depth, semi-structured interview
responses, with the incorporation of artifacts when applicable, about their beliefs and practices
for building teacher-student relationships. The findings are organized into three major themes
with corresponding subthemes (see Table 4), answering both research questions within each
theme regarding what informs teachers' beliefs and examples of how teachers build teacherstudent relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools. The first theme is that teachers'
experiences in their asset-based teacher preparation programs informed teachers' beliefs and
helped them to build teacher-student relationships. The second theme is that teachers'
experiences of school-wide collaborative engagement with colleagues informed teachers' beliefs
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and helped them to build the foundation for high-quality teacher-student relationships. The third
theme highlights teachers' beliefs and practices for being responsive to students in the classroom.

Table 4. Overview of Themes.
Experiences in
Asset-Based
Teacher Preparation
Program

School-Wide
Collaborative
Engagement with
Colleagues

Framing and Modeling
Asset-Based Relationships

Administrators
Encouraging Asset-Based
Relationships

Engagement in
Title I School
Clinical Experiences

Student-Centered
Support from Teachers

Being Responsive
to Students in
the Classroom
Learning about Students’
Lived Experiences,
Interests, and Needs
Valuing and Incorporating
Student Voice
Demonstrating
Care and Trust

Experiences in Asset-Based Teacher Preparation Program
During the first interview, each teacher discussed how their experiences throughout their
teacher preparation program informed their beliefs and accompanying practices for building
teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools. Further analysis revealed that
their teacher preparation program was instrumental in framing and modeling asset-based
relationships. Specifically, instructor framing and modeling of asset-based relationships and
opportunities to make theory-to-practice connections by engaging in Title I school clinical
experiences was influential.

Framing and Modeling Asset-Based Relationships
Within the interviews, the teachers spoke about how their teacher preparation program
taught them to view students, families, and communities in Title I schools with an asset-based
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lens. Jamie recounted discussions from her university courses that helped to frame her thinking
about the importance of respecting students’ cultural backgrounds. For example, Jamie recalled
her professor sharing an anecdote about teaching in a town where hunting season was of the
utmost prominence. Neither students nor teachers would come to school and it “didn’t morally
sit well with her.” However, her professor realized she was not using an asset-based lens after
she had a conversation with a student. Jamie reflected:
[My professor] realized she wasn't factoring in their [students’] culture and their
perspective on it. Just little stories like that that helped me feel more prepared to be able
to not try to merge my ideas with their experiences. Trying [to be] more equitable and not
put on to them my moral grounds and things like that, so it helped. It just got me prepared
for when I was in the classroom through those experiences.
Jamie added how her mindset shifted to recognize “the power of knowing your kids: where they
come from and try to predict and make logical sense of why their behavior is a certain way.”
Jamie learned strategies for building asset-based teacher-student relationships as her professors
sharing teachable moments helped her to recognize her own biases:
I just assumed every kid had come to class with a similar experience that I had—so kind
of like their background. We just had many, many vignettes that they exposed us to that
would help me realize that people are coming from different places.
Through this experience, Jamie was provided a model of framing teacher-student relationships
through an asset-based lens which taught her how to consider her own biases when learning
about students’ backgrounds.
Like Jamie, Heather believed she was encouraged to think more deeply about "what the
learners are actually going to be going through, not just what the teacher has to know". For
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example, Heather engaged in class discussions that allowed her to "understand [(content)] at the
level of a third-grader and know what they need to do in order to help them." She learned about
the importance of framing her thinking and feeling through students' perspectives with an assetbased lens to build relationships with students. For example, Heather recalled how her professor
also provided her with vignettes to help her learn how to focus on important information about
students’ backgrounds to gain a better understanding of their experiences. Heather added, “I
would not be able to be a successful teacher without that program. They definitely laid the
groundwork for how you need to build relationships with kids. I never would have thought about
it just to be completely honest.” Patricia benefitted most from class discussions based on
textbook readings to frame her thinking, in which she became more concerned about building
relationships with her students and recognizing how they are developed in the classroom and
around the school. Patricia learned that "student-student relationships, as well as an educator
building relationships with other educators at whatever site [she] happened to be in" was also
important.
Within the teacher preparation coursework, the teachers spoke about spending a
significant amount of time learning about how to build asset-based relationships. Jamie and
Patricia believed that their teacher preparation programs allowed them to develop effective
strategies to build relationships with students that were transferrable to their classroom contexts.
Patricia appreciated the opportunity to experience "morning meetings and other communitybuilding strategies" with her peers as part of her teacher preparation coursework. During
morning meetings, teachers and students are expected to greet each other, share information
about themselves, engage in a group (team building) activity, and review an introductory
message to students written by them (as the teacher). By taking turns leading the morning
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meetings and community-building activities, she was able to practice strategies for building
asset-based relationships with students. Heather also reflected on how "powerful" it was to
experience the morning meeting and how this provided “a good opportunity for everybody to get
to know each other” in the classroom. Heather vividly remembered her first time learning about
morning meetings and having a sense of sheepishness during the process:
[Our professor] had us doing morning meetings every single class. I wouldn't even know
what that is at the time. The first one was really weird. I was [thinking], ‘We are adults!’
But, no, I totally get it and it was super, super helpful. Just even doing it with my peers in
that program, too.
Heather believed she was able to build her confidence before conducting morning meetings in
her own classroom. Patricia explained how these coursework experiences reframed her
preconceptions about the nature of building teacher-student relationships. She shared:
Prior to that [morning meetings], I felt as though I was kind of doing the same thing, like
‘Hi! How are you?’ You know, trying to be approachable and trying to get to know
students and so forth. Probably the main difference is having the content to build upon so
that I could branch out to other ways to build those relationships.
The teachers continued to learn about and practice different strategies for building relationships
with their students in their teacher preparation program. As a result, the teachers felt more
prepared to apply the concepts and strategies throughout their clinical experiences and first year
of teaching.

103

Engagement in Title I School Clinical Experiences
The teachers recalled exploring their beliefs and practices for building teacher-student
relationships through their engagement in Title I school clinical experiences. Patricia shared that
her clinical experiences provided her with insight for being able to build asset-based
relationships. Patricia described how she “didn’t feel as disconnected” in urban, Title I clinical
contexts versus being at a suburban school context because she developed an asset-based lens
through her coursework. She was able to make theory-to-practice connections that allowed her
to have a “better understanding of the students, their behaviors, and their education”. Patricia
realized that she “related more to that demographic” and it gave her “an opportunity to continue
to work on [her] communication and understanding the demographics of students [she] was
teaching as well as their families.” Patricia, Jamie, and Heather also valued how coaching
opportunities led them to make more theory-to-practice connections for building asset-based
relationships urban, title one schools. For example, Jamie acknowledged that through "trial and
error in the classroom", she was able to build upon her repertoire of strategies that reflected her
beliefs that were developed by experiences in her courses:
I liked it! [My supervising classroom teacher] was really, really great at giving me
freedom to try things and then just had my back. Things started going fast, so I was really
put in there. If you lack freedom, you’re restricted. So, loosening the metaphorical reigns
and allowing one to explore and learn without having to do something the way someone
else does is the freedom I’m referring to.
When Jamie was provided the opportunity to engage in her classroom to enact her beliefs about
building asset-based relationships, she felt more prepared for her first year of teaching.

104

Similarly, Heather appreciated how she was coached through various experiences in the
classroom where she applied her knowledge and skills to purposefully interact with students
from diverse backgrounds. For example, during one of Heather’s clinical experiences in a
Kindergarten co-teaching classroom, she applied her learning about building relationships with
students from various backgrounds. Heather recalled incorporating a range of student interests
and needs, helping her to develop “all of the classroom management” skills that she needed to
become a "better teacher" for her future students.
Jamie and Patricia also recognized how the coaching they received as a part of their
clinical experiences led them to be aware of their beliefs by aiming to develop asset-based
relationships and make students feel valued. Jamie was coached through her teaching "mistakes"
which included her relationships with students. For example, she had a student that exhibited
“basic attention-seeking” behaviors (e.g., jumping on tables, throwing chairs, etc.) and
acknowledged that she also had “irrational expectations” about students’ socio-emotional
problem-solving abilities based on their age. Jamie explained how she raised her voice at the
student and repeatedly demanded the student to correct their behavior according to her
expectations. She believed that she was right and the student was wrong. Her professor was able
to advise her to reach an amicable resolution with her student:
[My professor] said, ‘You made a mistake it sounds like. You should apologize, that’s
going to go a long way.’ I [said], ‘Apologize to a kid? He hasn’t ever apologized to me!’
You know, I was thinking the way I would talk and consider an adult relationship—with
a child though—just the expectation. Well, the point is, is that I did apologize.
Through coaching, Jamie reframed her beliefs about setting and communicating equitable
expectations, which was central to enhancing her relationships with students. Jamie further
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explained, “If you tell them that they are capable and creative, and can do certain things, they
will find a way to do that. And I feel very certain about that.” Jamie was able to consider the
importance of understanding her students’ backgrounds and how to collaborate with students to
ensure expectations are met for student success. Jamie felt that her supervisor’s coaching was so
beneficial, she asked for continued feedback during her first year of teaching.
Although most teacher participants reflected on positive experiences during their teacher
preparation that helped to develop asset-based relationships with their students, one teacher
provided a non-example. Patricia was inspired to build asset-based relationships with her
students based on adverse coaching experiences. Patricia recalled receiving negative feedback
from her university supervisor who tried to discourage her from pursuing a career in education:
[It made me] really think about the type of educator that I wanted to be and who was
going to dictate or make those decisions for me. Is that going to be somebody else or is
that going to be myself? So, at the time, I didn't realize how important that was, but over
the years, that has certainly been a key factor into the educator that I am and being the
educator that I want to be. I don't think I'm that educator, yet, that I want to be—I still
think I have a lot more to learn.
Patricia reflected on this deficit-based relationship with a supervisor who was not supportive of
her aspirations. She believed this experience allowed her to look at teaching from an asset-based
lens with an emphasis on building relationships with her students—believing in students’
abilities beyond their circumstances. Patricia learned from her supervisor’s lack of support to
inform her teaching to focus on “respecting and supporting students” in her teaching career.
Ultimately, all the teachers believed their teacher preparation program prepared them to
build asset-based relationships with their students. The teachers felt more prepared by
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experiencing an asset-based model for building relationships with students through their courses
and clinical experiences in Title I schools. Following their clinical experiences, the teachers
decided to teach in urban, Title I elementary schools and remained engaged with administrators
and colleagues to build asset-based relationships with their students.

School-Wide Collaborative Engagement with Colleagues
During each interview phase, the teachers shared how collaborating with several
colleagues within their respective schools supported their ability to build relationships with
students. The teachers provided examples of their administrators encouraging asset-based
relationships and how they engaged in student-centered support from teachers. The teachers
reflected on how these experiences informed their beliefs and influenced their practices for
building relationships with students.

Administrators Encouraging Asset-Based Relationships
The teachers believed that administrators, including their principal and assistant principal,
consistently encouraged asset-based relationships. The teachers perceived administrators as
explicitly stating and modeling expectations for building relationships with students by being
responsive to students’ backgrounds and needs. For example, Jamie believed that she and her
students all "genuinely felt like [the principal] is there to support [them]; not to get [them] or
catch [them]." Jamie believed her principal knew the relationships she formed with her teachers
and their students would "trickle-down" to the relationships teachers built with their students.
Jamie recalled having a student that did not meet the school district's testing requirements. The
principal directly spoke with the student about their progress, which was followed by a collective
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celebration for the student after she exceeded testing requirements. Jamie exalted her principal’s
empathy for students and involvement in promoting student success:
We really found the chance to just go above and beyond with a kid who's feeling burnt
out about things and always like 'Oh, I'm only ever in trouble.' The teacher alone
certainly impacts, but when you work at a school in which your principal is willing to
take time out of her day to encourage and support and reinforce, that goes a long way.
All the teachers were inspired by their principal to show compassion to students
throughout the school year. For example, during the first day of school, Heather’s principal and
assistant principal modeled asset-based relationships by individually talking with students about
their anxiety to begin the new school year and meet their teachers:
I've heard them out in the hall [say], ‘You're going to have such a great year! You're
going to learn so much with this teacher!’ They kind of hype us up to the kids. I think that
makes the new student more excited to come in. They do things like that and I think that
sets the tone and a way for us to start building relationships with the kids. [It’s] a positive
mindset like, ‘I got a fun teacher, you know, okay cool!’ I think they get to know us as
people and as teachers pays off for our relationships with the students later on because I
know that those kinds of little comments and conversations happen which is really
helpful.
Like Jamie and Heather, Patricia was "thankful" for her administrators but also realized that they
focused on "the power of community building within the school among students as an important
piece” within her school. Patricia believed her administrators’ focus on building asset-based
relationships with students through community building could help her build more teacherstudent relationships in her classroom. Further modeling an asset-based lens, administrators
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were sensitive to the challenges impacting students during the COVID-19 pandemic. For
example, Heather was encouraged by her administrators to continue “teaching to the top [with]
really high expectations, but still have that loving side where we still really care about them is
the expectation”.
In addition to being grateful for their administrators' interactions with students, the
teachers admired their administrators' responsiveness to student needs across the school. At Title
I schools, federal and state governments provide administrators with monetary funds to support
their school's needs for enhancing student achievement. Administrators modeled the importance
of relationships by using resources to hire more school staff rather than rely solely on
prepackaged curricula kits or technological tools. For example, Patricia shared that her current
principal allocated Title I funding for hiring more school support staff and resource teachers
(e.g., paraprofessionals, instructional coaches, speech therapists, school counselors, etc.), rather
than an overreliance on materials alone to support teachers and students. Patricia believed that
her administrators supported teachers by giving intentional time and space for socio-emotional
learning and relationship building within the classroom. She also believed that her principal
recognized that students may benefit more from being able to build relationships with people
(i.e., support staff and resource teachers) to further address their needs to consistently experience
personalized approaches to increase their achievement.

Student-Centered Support from Teachers
The teachers believed that student-centered support from teachers around the school
helped to enhance their relationships with their students. The teachers reported that their
administrators incorporated time for teachers to collaborate during instructional and planning
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hours. For example, Jamie had the opportunity to shadow veteran teachers during instructional
hours while her classroom was covered by support staff and resource teachers. She reflected on
her experiences:
You only know what you know, until you know more—and when you know more, you
do better. Shadowing teachers is something that we got to do last year. I was part of the
ILT [(Instructional Leadership Team)] so we created time. If you know there are certain
teachers that have good [teacher-student] relationships and are well-said, we observed
their classrooms and saw what they were doing—having the ability to observe others. So,
through others, learning what to do and what not to do—it goes both ways. You pull the
good ideas and you try to avoid the ones that you thought wouldn’t be beneficial.
Jamie was able to integrate relationship-building practices she learned from the veteran teachers
to focus on her ability to strengthen her relationships with students.
Heather also collaborated with support staff and other teachers which shaped her
relationships with students. Since her first year of teaching, Heather regularly sought and
received advice from veteran classroom and resource teachers (e.g., reading coach, ESE resource
teacher) to collaboratively plan for ways to incorporate student backgrounds and needs. These
collaborations informed Heather's ability to build relationships with her students based on her
awareness of students' socioemotional and academic needs. She knew several of her students
benefit from instruction that had an "entertaining factor", which enhanced their engagement and
comprehension. She had a better understanding of how to apply her knowledge of students by
collaborating with her colleagues:
One has been a reading teacher for years. I'm always [asking her], ‘How should I do this?
How should I do that?’ She's a really helpful resource for me because I'm still pretty new.
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I definitely always go to her. I am taking a lot of what she did and she [used] Kagan
strategies; she's always up and moving. I took a lot of that to keep their [(students’)]
attention. They pay really close attention because I'm all over the place and [am] really
loud! I'm standing on chairs! I'm sitting on the floor! I'm all over the place all the time! I
really got that from her [during] my first full year at the school.
These experiences allowed Jamie and Heather to learn and practice student-centered strategies
that may provide a foundation for teacher-student relationships in their classrooms. Patricia and
Jamie voiced that their administrators often allowed them to lead and participate in data chats
and job-embedded professional development workshops. For example, Patricia hosted fishbowls,
in which other teachers come to her classroom to observe a teaching demonstration of preplanned instructional practices or a lesson, and then debrief about what they observed. However,
Patricia believed she had one of the strongest foundations for learning how to build teacherstudent relationships from an administrator who encouraged a "lesson study" as a professional
development strategy. A lesson study involves at least three teachers focusing on pre-identified,
research-based teaching practices to enhance their students' learning that includes the following
phases: planning, observing, followed by reflection, and planning. Patricia admired how a fourthgrade reading teacher shared her emotions when reading (e.g., crying, get frustrated, and getting
angry) that allowed her to "draw students into how she read with them", which Patricia applied
to her practices:
Watching her allowed me to get out of my comfort zone a little bit and I started doing
read-alouds and chapter books during shared reading. There was a part every single time
I read [certain books] that made me cry every time I read it. I would get really angry and
so I would show that. The students could sense that. Seeing that vulnerability in the
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teacher in front of her students had me shift my thinking into the text selection that I was
using during my shared reading time. The times that I was working even with students as
a [whole group] read-aloud or in a small group made me adjust my practice.
She was able to "think about things [instructional practices] differently" when reading with
students across different subject areas to connect with her students. Patricia believed these
opportunities informed her beliefs and helped her practices to build teacher-student relationships,
which led her to have a more balanced focus between meeting students' socioemotional and
academic needs for success. Overall, Jamie, Patricia, and Heather concurred that support from
colleagues informed their beliefs and practices for building relationships with students.

Being Responsive to Students in the Classroom
The teachers' interview responses and artifact selection indicated that the most crucial
beliefs and practices for building relationships with students were through being responsive to
students in their classroom. The teachers voiced that learning about students' lived experiences,
interests, and needs; valuing and incorporating student voice; as well as demonstrating care and
trust helped them build to build relationships with their students.

Learning about Students’ Lived Experiences, Interests, and Needs
The teachers believed that facilitating a responsive classroom environment for building
teacher-student relationships must involve learning about students' lived experiences, interests,
and needs. For example, Heather took it upon herself to explore the local community where
many of the students in her classroom lived to understand their lived experiences. Although she
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was not a patron of the stores within their local community, Heather believed it was important to
familiarize herself with the stores that students patronized:
Even something as simple as knowing where they like grocery shopping. If we talk about
that and…maybe I don't necessarily go to that grocery store regularly, but I'll like go in
and say, ‘Oh yeah! I went to a [Square Crossing] and I found this at [Square Crossing].
Or I know a lot of them shop at a place called [Trisha’s]. I think that's what it's called—
I’ve never been there, and all my students shop there. Then I think just them hearing a
familiar place and me referencing it in a lesson makes them feel closer.
Heather mentioned that she incorporated these popular, local supermarkets or shopping centers
in examples, questions, and self-developed grade-level reading materials to help students make
further connections to the content. Heather believed she has been able to build relationships with
her students because she was able to make closer connections with her students by incorporating
knowledge of their lived experiences and interests into instruction.
Unlike Heather, Jamie could not learn about her students’ lived experiences through their
community because they came from multiple cities and counties, so instead, she had to go
“beyond a basic understanding” of where students come from. Jamie explained she often ate in
the cafeteria with students to facilitate “learning who they are and seeing what they’re interested
in…explicitly asking questions, other times just kind of observing.” Jamie believed that learning
about students’ lived experiences and interests by having more personable interactions supported
her ability to build relationships with them. Patricia also focused on learning about her students’
interests to build relationships with them. She shared a picture of her students’ interests via a
bulletin board co-created by teachers and students, titled “Our Interests", at the beginning of the
school year. Students' hand-written interests were directly placed under students' names, with

113

"Our Interests" at the center of the board. Patricia expressed the following reason for sharing her
artifact to illustrate her practices since her first year of teaching:
[The Interest board] allows us to think about our interests and how they have evolved and
changed. It’s helping them build connections with one another, as well as me having the
opportunity to get to know them. It also allows me to continue working on that
relationship piece, as far as learning about them and what their interests are. I can pull in
what I learned academically so that I can keep their interests. It helps me guide them.
Patricia wanted to create an “environment where they feel comfortable” by giving students a
sense of “this is my classroom…where I can feel like I don't have to have a perfectly clean piece
of paper that has everything correct on it and is not precise”. She posited that she could also “use
their interests to motivate them for whatever it is that happens to be…” Patricia believed that her
classroom environment was cultivated through knowing and applying knowledge of students’
backgrounds and interests in any way necessary to build relationships for student success.
The teachers built relationships with their students by learning about and applying their
knowledge of students’ lived experiences, interests, and socioemotional needs. For example,
Jamie expressed how her teaching practices centered around addressing students’ "physical and
[socioemotional]" needs, which was important to "actually engage in learning or allowing people
to bring out the learning…". Jamie shared pictures from a scrapbook of her last day of school
with students from her previous school, two years ago. The pictures showed her shedding tears
with students, as she expressed the following reason for sharing her artifact:
We all liked each other; we truly enjoyed each other’s company. It’s more than just
teaching the content. I like to practice ‘all emotions are okay’: anger, happiness, joy,
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fear—every emotion is okay. It is how we respond to those emotions. We can be our best
self and our worst self in the classroom at the same time.
She understood that one of the major needs of her students was to be able to express their
emotions freely, without judgment, which allowed her to build relationships throughout the
school year. The teachers actively learned about students' lived experiences, interests, and needs,
and used this knowledge to facilitate a responsive classroom environment. This may have helped
teachers to develop high-quality relationships with their students.
The teachers also built relationships with their students by learning about and applying
their knowledge of students’ lived experiences and interests to meet their academic needs. When
assessing student's reading levels, Patricia allowed her students to choose between several
district-mandated reading books on their reading level that they want to read. She requires
students to explain their selection choices followed by a discussion about their comprehension of
the reading text itself. She shared an example layout of five, leveled-reading books that helped
her to gain insight into her students’ interests and build a relationship:
I use the academics to help me to build relationships with the students through literature.
It gives me more insight into what the student likes. Prior to any type of assessment or
anything like that, they have choice. When a student selects a specific book, that also
gives me insight into their interests, so then I can use that interest again. By allowing
them to have a say in what they read, again, they're more interested in the text, which
then means they will hopefully produce for me because they're interested in that text.
Patricia believed that students are "more likely to actually reach and become motivated" when
their lived experiences, interests, and needs were incorporated into the classroom. She believed
that providing students with a choice of books was a way that she could take time to “learn about
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them in a different way and have conversations with them”, which has helped her to develop
relationships with students over the past 15 years.

Valuing and Incorporating Student Voice
The teachers believed they were also responsive to students by valuing and incorporating
student voice which allowed them to build relationships with their students.
For instance, Heather facilitated class-wide discussions through “accountable talk” to “bounce
ideas off of each other” with her students. Accountable talk is an instructional practice that
provides students and teachers with opportunities to listen to each other’s ideas, provide
constructive commentary, and ask or answer questions, primarily for comprehending academic
content:
I know that the students enjoy that a lot, so that's something I do, and I think that helps
with the relationships. They know no idea is going to be rejected. Sometimes you really
have to twist what they say [for example], ‘I think what you're trying to say is this…’ and
just to make them have that confidence boost. [It’s] like ‘I contributed, and people agreed
with me’. When they see that I get what they’re saying, [it’s] like ‘I'm on the same page!’
and ‘OK, ooh she gets me!’
Heather mentioned that she was told by her administrators to "teach to the top—have really high
expectations—push our kids as much as we can". She believed that by using accountable talk,
she prepared students to be meet high expectations by providing them with opportunities to use
their voice. Heather thought that accountable talk "boosts their confidence" which reinforced her
relationships with students by letting them know they are "being seen and heard" in the
classroom.
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The teachers also believed they valued and incorporated student voice by ensuring that
their students felt included in decision-making processes. For example, Jamie considered that her
students enjoyed daily, problem-solving through storytelling exercises, which allowed her to
continue to build relationships with her students:
I like to story-tell with my kids. I like to tell them what I experience in my life. They hear
I didn't get any sleep and then I can put it on them like, 'How do you think I should
handle it?' They're getting to know me—they are seeing me. I want to create critical
thinkers in which they can hear an idea and they know that they have to do their due
diligence on their side to learn more about it.
She believed that “kids don’t listen to what you say, they see what you do and that’s the model.”
Jamie aimed for her students to “know [her] as a person and then give each other the opportunity
to know each other as people.” She realized that storytelling enhanced her students’ decisionmaking processes as she was able to connect with her students. Jamie believed they were able to
learn from each other to make better behavioral and academic choices throughout the school day.
Patricia also involved her students in the decision-making processes by letting students
choose an engaging, community-building activity. She rewarded her students, based on a group
contingency system, for their ability to meet class expectations. Students earned this reward at
the end of each week, based on "suggestions that the students came up with—what they want to
do when they earn whatever goal they have or working towards.” Patricia shared an example
listing of activities, that students suggested, on a sheet of paper with names of activities: "Red
Light Green Light, races, 7-Up, 4corners, and games”. Patricia provided the following rationale
to support her beliefs and practices:
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[It’s] connected to the learning environment in the classroom. Talking about building
relationships, I want them to feel like I am listening to them and take their suggestions.
Then, I want input from them. So instead of me coming up with ‘you will get this’ or
‘you will earn this’, I open it up to them. I ask, ‘What is it that motivates you? What is it
that will help you be successful?’ ‘And because of that success, now let’s have some
fun.’
Patricia believed that all students may feel their voices are valued when “the individuals
participating are…engaging respectful to one another in a way that all voices are heard and
respected to coexist in an environment." Patricia hypothesized that facilitating communitybuilding activities has given students a "sense of belonging—that they are part of the
classroom—they contribute to the classroom.” She wanted students to understand that their voice
is valued by being listened to in the classroom.

Demonstrating Care and Trust
The teachers were able to build relationships with students when they demonstrated care
and trust. Heather wanted each of her students to understand that she cared about their
socioemotional well-being and academic success. For example, Heather shared that she “grew
close” with an English Language Learner (ELL) student from a previous school year. By
believing in her student, she surmised that it was the reason the student improved academically
and became more socially proficient with her, as the teacher, and her peers. Heather
demonstrated care by repeatedly telling her student that “we’re going to be friends” and
providing affirmations by repeating, “You’re going to do this work with me. You can do this.
You [have to] try.” Heather wanted her student to know that she believed in her ability to
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succeed. She noticed that her student began to “come out of her shell” by participating in class
discussions, building friendships with peers, and voluntarily reading full reading passages aloud.
By the end of the school year, the student and her mother sent her a customized keychain and
card. The key chain included the teacher’s last name, with a message in the form of a math
equation (2teach is + 2teach a life = 4 ever). The card read, “I will miss you so much that on the
last day of school I will cry”, from the student. Her mother wrote, “Thank you so much, I really
appreciate all the work that you’ve done for her.”
Heather expounded on her beliefs and practices about her care:
The amount that she grew was insane. I really feel like it was because I showed her that I
believed in her and that she could do it. She was one of those kids. I just feel like I’ve
gotten so close. She wanted to do well. She wanted to show me how well she did, too.
Heather believed that she still has a “need to find that balance of the really, really high
expectations, but also being really supportive of them”. She expressed that she has continued to
make plans for her current students to become behaviorally and academically successful as this
student came to be by focusing on building relationships with them.
In addition to demonstrating care, the teachers also believed that incorporating trust
allowed them to build relationships with their students. Across her teaching career years, Jamie
developed different strategies to demonstrate her care for students and trust in their abilities to
manage their behavior, which were based on "cooperative discipline" and "restorative practices".
The theory of cooperative discipline is about students having power and choice over their course
of behaviors in collaboration with their teacher and peers (Albert & Desisto, 1996). Restorative
practices refer to teachers' extensions of empathy to help students remain accountable for their
behaviors to improve their socioemotional skills (Gregory, Clawson, Davis & Gerewitz, 2016).
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For example, she co-created a "reflection area" with her students, rather than engaging in a
"power struggle" (i.e., arguing with a student). The purpose of the reflection area was to provide
students with an uninterrupted area to think about their actions and choices that may have
negatively affected their own learning. She also encouraged students to "count to 10", use a
"squishy ball", and "sketch board" as stress management strategies. Based on her practices,
Jamie explained:
Maybe historically [a reflection area] would have been considered like a timeout area.
Now it's on your own; you can go—you don't have to tell me, obviously. We set
expectations. We have different prompts for them that they can go through. It’s
laminated—they can sketch it out with a dry erase [marker]—they can advocate for
themselves. [I]t's a collaboration. Very seldom does anyone achieve anything in total
isolation. It's very much so like we're family.”
As a result, Jamie was assured that her students knew they could “trust [her], and [she has] their
back.” She believed her practices helped her to build relationships with students because she
responded to students’ socioemotional needs by treating them like they were in a “family” and
allowing them to make decisions in their own best interests. Jamie stated that she wanted her
students to feel “loved and nurtured”, “valued”, and in "a safe place" where they may get
"annoyed and frustrated because that happens in real life."
Patricia demonstrated care and trust through facilitating weekly check-ins with her
students’ families which allowed her to build stronger relationships with her students. These
check-ins provided insight into how to care for her students’ mental and physical well-being.
During check-ins, Patricia contacted parents through a phone call and leaves voicemails if
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parents do not answer. She explained details about her typical phone call routine and how they
help her build relationships with her students:
I say, 'I'm just calling to see if you have any questions for me. Is there anything going on
that you're wondering about?' I don't call and report on the student. I'm simply calling just
to make that connection. If students miss a day, I call and follow up [with] 'How are
they? Is there anything that they need?' If they go home [because they were] sick, I call
and follow up. I think that's important for students to know that I am in contact with their
parents or their guardians. It's a collective learning so parents are able to help students see
that the parents are connected to me—they're all connected to the school. I would say that
would be another way of communicating working on building those relationships.
Additionally, Patricia engaged in observations and individual check-ins with students when they
walk through her classroom door. She inquired into students’ physical well-being (e.g., hunger,
hygiene, etc.) and checks for any type of distress and responds accordingly. She also checked in
on students’ mental well-being by asking, “‘Hey, what's going on? ‘Is there something that is
happening? Do you need to talk?’” Patricia believes that when she asks these personal questions,
she trusts students tell her the truth and reassures students that she can be trusted with their
information:
It's really just a matter of consistency and determination so that students start to feel as
though what they share is also going to be something that is not criticized. I’m not going
to ridicule…or laugh at [what they share]. They have to start, to themselves, feel as
though ‘Well, if I share with her, then I know that it's not going to go any further than her
unless less I want it to go further than that.’ I follow up with whatever is shared with me.
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Patricia believed that demonstrating trust, through confidentiality, helped her to build
relationships with students. If her students needed socioemotional support that she was not able
to immediately offer and required legal attention, she then ensured to "schedule an appointment
with the guidance counselor/social worker…being proactive, or sometimes reactive, depending
on whatever the need of that child happens to be...". Patricia believed these acts of care and trust
help her to be responsive to her students in the classroom. She offered, “Once you get to that
point [of gaining their trust], if you lose their trust or if you lose their confidence in you, then
you're back to square one.”
All teachers believed that learning about students' lived experiences, interests, and needs;
valuing and incorporating student voice, as well as demonstrating care and trust contributed to
being responsive to students in the classroom. All of the teachers described how this helped them
to build relationships with their students.

Teacher Reflections
During the closing interview, the teachers confirmed that they had an enhanced ability to
identify, examine, and reflect on their teaching beliefs and practices for building relationships
with students after engaging in the interviews. For example, Heather mentioned during planning
meetings that she became more cognizant of identifying practices to build relationships with
students, "I think about 'How can I phrase questions to ask my students to just like help build our
relationship…?'" She believed the opportunities for "actively thinking and talking about building
relationships" from the interview would help her "get started [with the new school year] even
stronger" than previous years. Patricia explained that the interviews helped her to examine her
beliefs and practices for building relationships with students. She stated, "[I've been] thinking

122

about my role, which made me realize that I was the one that was controlling everything. I would
be curious to get a student's perspective on using the community building techniques to see do
they find it of benefit." Jamie stated that she benefited from the interview process by reflecting
on her beliefs and practices for building relationships with students. She proclaimed, "[The
interview process] reignited a little bit of my passion [by]being more reflective. I'm actually
thinking about the best teacher I could be and the best relationships I can have." Therefore, all
the teachers confirmed they acquired benefits from being participants in this study.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to provide an in-depth examination of third through fifthgrade teachers’ beliefs and practices for building relationships with students in urban, Title I
elementary schools. This research was informed by an integrated theoretical framework, centered
on culturally responsive pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) and motivation beliefs based
on self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) expanded through need
supportive teaching practices (NST; Stroet et al., 2013). This study aimed to answer the
following research questions: (1) What informs teachers’ beliefs about building teacher-student
relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools, and (2) How do teachers build teacher-student
relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools?
In this chapter, I discuss how the thematic analysis of findings aligns with and extends
the literature on teachers’ beliefs about practices for building relationships with students in
urban, Title I elementary schools. I conclude the discussion with an illustration of the findings
that is informed by the integrated theoretical framework of teacher-student relationships. Next, I
share the implications of this study for practice for urban, Title I elementary school educators
and teacher preparation programs. I outline limitations of the research study, along with future
research directions. I conclude with discussing the significance of the study to the field of
education and my personal reflection on the study.
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Discussion of Findings
The findings of this study provided insight into what informs teachers’ beliefs about
building teacher-student relationships and how teachers build relationships with students in
urban, Title I elementary schools. This study aligns with and adds to the literature regarding
teachers’ beliefs and practices about their motivational beliefs, culturally responsive pedagogy,
and need supportive practices for building teacher-student relationships. The themes from the
thematic analysis of this study are used to organize this discussion.

Experiences in Asset-Based Teacher Preparation Program
The teachers’ experiences in their teacher preparation program served as a critical
foundation that informed their initial beliefs and practices to begin building relationships with
students in urban, Title I elementary schools. As the teachers were guided in taking time to know
themselves as a person and teacher to see students, families, and communities through an assetbased lens, you begin to see that they had to learn to be perspective takers with repetitive
modeling. By having Title I school clinical experiences, they were able to appreciate the school
context to actively learn how to build relationships with students.
The teachers engaged in on-going examinations of their attitudes about identity and
culture, as it relates to exploring their own biases. The teachers’ exploration of their beliefs
allowed them to strive to increase equitable opportunities for students in the classroom and
beyond (Gregory & Roberts, 2017; Milner, 2018). For example, the teachers learned the
importance of respecting students’ cultural backgrounds from their professors as a foundation for
building relationships with students. This aligns with research regarding teachers recognizing
that students have cultural capital and that they bring funds of knowledge into the classroom
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(Bonner et al., 2018; Moll et al., 1992; Yosso, 2005). For example, Jamie’s beliefs were
informed by listening to her professor’s strategies use of anecdotes and vignettes based on her
experiences as a former elementary classroom teacher. These experiences led the teachers to
recognize their own biases, which extends findings from previous studies that examined
teachers’ beliefs about cultural knowledge and culturally responsive teaching (e.g., McKoy et al.,
2017; Nelson & Guerra, 2014).
Teachers made connections between their beliefs and practices through instructors
modeling of practices for building cultural competence by helping them become perspectivetakers. For example, the teachers’ beliefs about building teacher-student relationships were
informed through class discussions based on vignettes and textbook readings about holding
asset-based lens of students and their families. The teachers learned the importance of having an
in-depth understanding of students’ feelings and behaviors in order to respond in appropriate
ways that meet students’ social and emotional needs (Peck et al., 2015) and to build culturally
responsive relationships with their students (Peck et al., 2015; Zembylas, 2010, 2013). These
class discussions required the teachers to be nonjudgmental perspective-takers with sincere
empathy for their students and to be responsive to their needs by embracing inclusion. Several
studies have indicated that teachers may be less likely to perpetuate racialization when they are
able to hear students’ unique stories of culturally diverse students (e.g., Civitillo et al., 2019;
Rodriguez et al., 2018). For example, Heather engaged in class discussions, led by her professor,
with her peers that allowed her to "understand [(content)] at the level of a third-grader and know
what they need to do in order to help them." The teachers learned the importance of framing their
thinking and feeling through students' perspectives, which may help the teachers develop
empathy for students and consider students’ cultural backgrounds (Warren, 2018).
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The teachers also had the opportunity to learn about strategies for building studentteacher relationships in their courses that they could then try out as part of a course assignment
with their peers, which allowed them to extend their beliefs about students’ cultures’ being
valuable. For example, Patricia and Heather discussed their experiences facilitating morning
meetings within a course focused on instruction. These experiences allowed Patricia and Heather
to be knowledgeable of students’ backgrounds and consider their peers’ cultural backgrounds.
The facilitation of morning meetings adds to the literature by specifying the importance of
teacher educators modeling teacher-student relationships with teacher candidates through
opportunities for trying out this routine of practice with peers first (Lopez, 2017; Romero et al.,
2009; Samuels, 2018). Overall, the teachers’ experiences in their courses allowed them to feel
more prepared and confident to apply the concepts and strategies throughout their clinical
experiences and first year of teaching. This builds on studies by considering teachers’ beliefs
about being culturally competent to be prepared and confident to teach diverse elementary
students (Kokka, 2016; Kunter et al., 2011, 2013; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).
The opportunity to have clinical experiences within Title I schools informed the teachers’
beliefs and helped them develop practices for building teacher-student relationships as they built
trust in the school culture of Title I schools. Aligned with Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci
& Ryan, 1985, 2000), teachers’ clinical experiences led them to assert motivational beliefs that
impacted their ability to coordinate positive, affective interactions with students (Reeve, 2006;
Roorda et al., 2011). For example, Patricia began to feel more connected to the Title I school
context as she gained a “better understanding of the students, their behaviors, and their
education”. The feeling of being connected to schools in the way Patricia described has been
understudied; the findings from the current study provide insight into factors that impact teacher
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trust in the school culture (e.g., Adams & Forsyth, 2013; Tschannen-Moran, 2009). Patricia
began to feel more competent and confident in her abilities to build relationships with students in
the Title I school context, which was accompanied by wanting to interact with and relate to the
students (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Furthermore, the teachers developed greater confidence
building relationships in their clinical experiences through feedback and support provided by
their professors and supervising teachers. This included encouragement to try different strategies
to practice building relationships with students. For example, Jamie’s supervising classroom
teacher gave her “freedom to try things” and allowed her to enact her beliefs about building
asset-based relationships with students in a way that met her need for autonomy. Heather was
also able to satisfy her needs for autonomy and relatedness, as she developed “all of the
classroom management” skills from her coursework to become a “better teacher” for her
students. Both teachers were extrinsically motivated, expressing integrated regulation, as they
perceived their teaching practices to be aligned with their own identified values and sense of self
for building relationships with students (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000).
In other cases, the teachers’ coaching experiences led to an awareness of their beliefs to
develop asset-based relationships by exercising critical care through self-fulfilling prophecies
and warm demanding. The teachers were able to exercise critical care, which refers to teacher
care that recognizes historical injustices experienced by marginalized students while
acknowledging their values and knowledge (Nieto, 2017; Rolón-Dow, 2005). For example,
Jamie reframed her beliefs about setting and communicating equitable expectations, as she
stated, “If you tell them that they are capable and creative, and can do certain things, they will
find a way to do that. And I feel very certain about that.” She recognized her expectations were
vital for enhancing her relationships with students as she believed in self-fulfilling prophecies
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(Lopez, 2017; Merton, 1948). Also, Jamie recognized that she had “irrational expectations”, so
she began engaging in the practice of apologizing to students to continue building relationships
with students. Her action of apologizing extends literature (e.g., Coffey & Farinde-Wu, 2016;
Kokka, 2016; Larson et al., 2018) by specifying a specific adoption of being a warm demander
(Bondy & Ross, 2008; Ford & Sassi, 2014). However, Patricia’s non-example of building assetbased relationships through experiencing a deficit-based relationship with her supervisor helped
to catalyze her passion for becoming a teacher—believing in students’ abilities beyond their
circumstances. This finding provides insight into how teachers may reject deficit-based thinking
when forming teacher-student relationships. Patricia experienced introjected regulation during
her teacher preparation program as she wanted to avoid perceiving herself as failing, while also
maintaining self-worth (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Through her own experiences in the role of a
student, she became attuned to students’ perspectives within building teacher-student
relationships. She was able to understand the importance of focusing on students’ talents and
strengths, as well as resilience and courage (Liou & Rotheram-Fuller, 2019; Nieto, 2017).
Overall, teachers believed that their needs for competency, autonomy, and relatedness were met
during various times in their teacher preparation program (Aspelin & Jonsson, 2019; Hornstra et
al., 2015; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009).

School-Wide Collaborative Engagement with Colleagues
When the teachers came from their asset-based teacher-preparation program, they were
able to effectively build teacher-student relationships because of collaborative engagement with
their administrators and other teachers. By having the support of their administrators, it seemed
to make all the difference in building their competence. The school environment became a
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wellspring of professional development for all teachers which motivated them to build
relationships with students.
The teachers believed that administrators, including their principal and assistant principal,
consistently encouraged asset-based relationships by modeling interactions with students. For
example, Jamie and Heather described how their administrators encouraged students to do well
on district tests and showed compassion for students during their first day of becoming
acclimated to the school and their teachers. Jamie believed her principal knew the relationships
she formed with her teachers and their students would "trickle-down" to the relationships
teachers built with their students. This extends literature regarding teachers’ motivational beliefs
connected to autonomy because the teachers in this study believed their administration was
supportive of their needs, including receiving guidance when requested, and had opportunities to
explore their practice to meet the needs of culturally diverse students amidst high stakes testing
regulations (Levin, 2018). Their administrators focused on community building among teachers
and students, as well as ensuring that all students had the necessities they need to learn from their
teachers. For example, Patricia realized that her administrators focused on "the power of
community building within the school among students as an important piece” within her school.
This aligns with literature on Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) as
culturally responsive teachers embrace an inclusive, supportive learning environment. Through
building a collective kinship with students, the teachers and students were able to work together
toward common goals while building relationships with each other (Reese et al., 2018; Weinstein
et al., 2004).
All of the teachers voiced that their administrators encouraged them to be responsive to
their students’ needs in their classrooms by providing teachers time and opportunities for
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guidance and exploration. The teachers experienced integrated regulation as they were externally
motivated to engage in teaching practices that may have aligned with their own identified values
and sense of self for building relationships with students (Niemiec & Ryan, 20009; Ryan & Deci,
2000). For example, Patricia believed when her principal allocated Title I funding for hiring
more school support staff and resource teachers she was given time and space to enact tenets of
her teaching philosophy regarding prioritizing and promoting students’ socioemotional learning
and relationship building within the classroom. In previous studies, teachers believed that lack of
time (i.e., testing schedules) and insufficient resources (i.e., socio-emotional learning curricula
and programs) may have decreased their ability to become more competent in supporting their
students’ well-being (Humphries et al., 2018; Hursh, 2013). When administrators provided
opportunities for teachers to collaborate with other teachers to enhance their teaching practices,
the teachers were able to satisfy their needs of competence and relatedness. As a result, the
teachers believed that their ability to seek student-centered support from other teachers helped to
enhance their relationships with their students. For example, all the teachers believed that the
data chats, fishbowls, and lesson studies in which both Jamie and Patricia led informed their
practices for building relationships with students. The teachers sought to build content
knowledge to increase their expertise in teaching practices that honor cultural diversity while
working with students to improve the school learning environment (Blömeke & Delaney, 2012;
Lauermann & König, 2016). These findings extend and build on understanding urban elementary
teachers’ perceived competence for engaging in professional development.
Through school-wide collaborate engagement, the teachers became more motivated to
build relationships through enhancing pedagogical and content knowledge. When urban
elementary teachers improve competence in pedagogical content knowledge, they may be more
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intrinsically motivated to promote student learning and emotional well-being (Niemiec & Ryan,
2009; Ryan & Deci, 2000). For example, Heather regularly sought and received advice from
veteran classroom and resource teachers (e.g., reading coach, ESE resource teacher) to
collaboratively plan for ways to incorporate student backgrounds and needs.
The teachers may have found their student-centered collaborative engagement with colleagues as
interesting and satisfying as they perceived them as aligning with their professional values and
goals and informed their beliefs and ability to attain mastery in teaching. The teachers’
collaborative engagement may have contributed to their reasons for remaining at urban, Title I
elementary schools. For example, Jamie believed that “when you work at a school in which your
principal is willing to take time out of her day to encourage and support and reinforce, that goes
a long way”. This reinforces findings from previous studies that assert teachers who continually
seek to enhance their competence may be more likely to remain in urban schools with
opportunities to exchange ideas with other teachers (Day & Gu, 2009; Lauermann & König,
2016).

Being Responsive to Students in the Classroom
As the teachers continued to take what they learned from their asset-based teacher
preparation program, which aligned with their school culture, the teachers’ sense of autonomy
and competence were enhanced. This was the springboard for allowing teachers to be more
responsiveness to students in the classroom for more opportunities to build relationships. The
teachers paid more attention to broader classroom dynamics which affected how they honored
and respected students, as they learned more about them. In this way, the teachers also built on
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their beliefs and practices about autonomy by including students in decision-making as they
integrated and used information from their students, relentlessly, to build relationships.
The teachers’ practices indicated that they emphasized teacher-class connections, which
allowed the teachers to be attuned to building relationships with students. Culturally responsive
pedagogy necessitates that teachers are able to comprehend more than subject matter, and be
attuned to contextual complexities and nuances in specific educational environments, especially
in urban school settings (Milner, 2012; Nieto, 2017). For example, Patricia wanted to create an
“environment where [students] feel comfortable” by giving students a sense of “this is my
classroom…” where they are "more likely to actually reach and become motivated" when their
lived experiences, interests, and needs were incorporated into the classroom. The teachers
believed that facilitating a responsive classroom environment for building teacher-student
relationships must involve learning about students' lived experiences, interests, and needs.
The teachers understood how they were able to shape classroom culture by first
becoming aware of understanding students’ lived experiences, interests, and needs for student
success while building relationships. In connection to previous studies on culturally responsive
pedagogy, the teachers believed it was important to embed students’ cultural backgrounds into
instruction, accept cultures to reduce bias and stereotypes, identify biased assessments, and use
culturally relevant instructional materials, while being knowledgeable about their students’ home
lives (Bonner et al., 2018). For example, Heather and Patricia shared how they embedded
cultural referents (e.g., local supermarkets, shopping centers, extracurricular activities) in lessons
and activities from their students’ lived experiences and interests. This supports literature that
states how teachers may embed materials from the community that reflect student culture to
increase rigor while meeting and exceeding state standards (Matias & Mackey, 2016; Wiggan &
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Warren, 2016). The teachers may have understood there was inherent value in their students’
lived experiences and interests. For example, Jamie routinely sought to go “beyond a basic
understanding” of where students come from, as she was interested in “learning who they are and
seeing what they’re interested in…explicitly asking questions, other times just kind of
observing.” Therefore, the teachers’ beliefs and practices helped shape the “culture, or behaviors
and values that are learned, shared, and exhibited [with students]” for building relationships with
them in their classrooms (Yosso, 2005, p. 75).
When applying their knowledge of students, the teachers may have recognized and
valued students’ cultural backgrounds with understanding of the larger systemic influences that
have affected and prevented disenfranchised groups from receiving equitable education
opportunities, so teachers often made decisions with their students for increased accountability.
For instance, the teachers in this study practiced cultural responsiveness by actively navigating
the curriculum by modifying instruction to meet students' needs (Coffey et al., 2016; Endo,
2015). As a result, the teachers were able to build relationships with their students by learning
about and applying their knowledge of students’ lived experiences and interests to meet their
academic needs. For example, when Patricia shared artifacts from how she negotiated districtadopted curricula (i.e., leveled reading books), this illustrated how teachers can respond to and
become informed of students’ cultural backgrounds. This extends previous findings that
emphasized how urban teachers’ increased accountability for complying with high stakes testing
preparation restricted them to follow narrow and scripted curriculum (Creasy, 2014; Milner,
2014). Patricia’s practices also demonstrate how urban elementary teachers provide autonomy
support for students to engage in subject matter based on interest and age-appropriate literature
choices while respecting students’ time for decision-making (De Naeghel et al., 2016; Ferguson
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et al., 2011; Guay et al., 2010; Jang et al., 2010; Pelletier & Sharp, 2009; Sierens et al., 2009).
The teachers were able to be responsive to students and their interests as they had more
autonomy in their classrooms. Thus, the teachers may have experienced less pressures from
above to meet federal, state, district, and school guidelines that incentivize teachers to meet
national standards and high stakes testing expectations (e.g., Hornstra et al., 2015; Mayfield &
Wade, 2015). The teachers believed they were responsive to students by valuing and
incorporating student voice which allowed them to build relationships with their students. The
teachers engaged students in opportunities to discuss their life experiences, viewing their
students as holding funds of knowledge from their lived experiences that are pertinent to their
ability to succeed.
The teachers applied their students’ cultural backgrounds and experiences as funds of
knowledge, which has been found to provide supportive learning environments that build
relationships with students (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Kelley et al., 2015; Linan-Thompson et al.,
2018). For example, Heather used “accountable talk” as an instructional strategy for students to
“bounce ideas off of each other” for facilitating class-wide discussions with her students. These
discussions were based on students’ lived experiences in their communities, which added
provided valuable connections students were able to make to the instructional content. This
practice satisfied her desire for relatedness with students by remaining connected with their
students through their experiences, by providing autonomy support and involvement in her
classroom environment, while holding high expectations for learning (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009;
Stroet et al., 2013; 2015). The teachers valued and incorporated student voice by ensuring that
their students felt included in decision-making processes. For example, Jamie’s practice of
engaging students in daily problem-solving through storytelling exercises extends the prior
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literature. In previous studies on teachers' autonomy-supportive practices, urban middle school
teachers facilitated student-centered and problem-based dialogue that encouraged students to
share ideas about content and build relevance (Stroet et al., 2015). Patricia’s use of a whole-class
contingency reward system to celebrate students’ success fostered relevance and choice; this
finding extends research about how urban elementary teachers engage in need supportive and
culturally responsive practices. The teachers' expectations were accompanied by positive
reinforcement through public praise with less emphasis on the distribution of tangible rewards to
students (Eslinger, 2014; Kwok, 2017, 2019; Ulluci, 2009). Patricia provided students with
guidance and informational feedback to meet expectations, while providing choice to remain
attuned to their needs.
The teachers built relationships with students when they demonstrated care and trust by
refusing to give up on students with high expectations. The teachers believed they were able to
be responsive to students by focusing on their academic and socioemotional needs. The teachers
placed a strong emphasis on family and kin—prompting students' affirmation for being
successful as well as integrating students' funds of knowledge and culture (Cholewa et al., 2012).
For example, Jamie believed that “It's very much so like we're family” with her students being
able to “trust [her], and [she has] their back.” Jamie responded to students’ socioemotional needs
by allowing them to make decisions. The teachers strove to achieve and maintain close, caring
relationships with students (Butler, 2012; Watt & Richardson, 2007). Teachers built dyadic
connections, or relationships with individual students by demonstrating care and trust to support
students’ socioemotional well-being and academic success. For example, Heather shared a
handmade card with a message and keychain from a former student that was an English
Language Learner who thanked her for helping her succeed. Heather leveraged knowledge of her
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students’ cultural background and refused to give up on them by continually challenging them
without lowering expectations. For example, Heather demonstrated care by providing
affirmations by repeating, “You’re going to do this work with me. You can do this. You [have
to] try.” These teachers’ practices build on previous studies by illustrating how urban,
elementary teachers demonstrate ways to communicate their refusal to give up on students by
challenging them to improve their academic progress and social behavior (Bondy et al., 2013;
Cholewa et al., 2012; Safir, 2019; Sandilos et al., 2017).
The teachers demonstrated care and trust when supporting students’ abilities to manage
their behavior, through structure and high expectations, which allowed them to build
relationships with their students. In previous studies, teachers who systematically implemented
structure were able to meet their students’ needs for academic and behavioral engagement (Cook
et al., 2017; Reinke at al., 2013). For example, in the current study, Jamie developed different
strategies to demonstrate her care for students and trust in their abilities to manage their behavior
by integrating reflection areas in the classroom and other strategies (e.g., counting, stress balls,
etc.). Jamie set a firm, nurturing, and caring disposition while also conveying concern for her
students’ feelings to impact their overall well-being. For instance, Jamie told students, “Now it's
on your own; you can go—you don't have to tell me, obviously.” She also mentioned that she
“set expectations” with her students while treating the process as a “collaboration…like we’re a
family”. This allowed her to provide an orderly environment through her words and actions with
students (Bondy et al., 2013), which also led her to satisfy her need for relatedness for remaining
connected to her students (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Jamie engaged in culturally responsive
practices by recognizing behavioral norms connected to culture while generating and
implementing scaffolded behavioral expectations (Kwok, 2019; Siwatu et al., 2017). Although
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urban teachers often rely heavily on classroom management skills (e.g., Milner & Tenore, 2010;
Schonfeld & Feinman, 2012), this study extended literature by identifying teachers'
acknowledgment of students' cultural backgrounds and how this helped them to maintain
teacher-student relationships.
Through structure and high expectations, the teachers focused remaining dependable with
frequent, personable interactions for building relationships with students. For example, all the
teachers mentioned building relationships in the presence of students’ externalizing behaviors
(e.g., crying, yelling, and physical aggression—jumping on tables, throwing chairs, etc.),
aligning with prior research (Engels et al., 2016; Luckner & Pianta, 2011). To mitigate
externalizing behaviors and be responsive to student needs, the teachers inquired into their
students’ physical and mental well-being and strived to become aware of their lived experiences.
For example, Patricia valued students by being dependable, seeking frequent and positive
interactions with students and their families to make curricular decisions (Eslinger, 2014; Kirby
& DiPaola, 2011; Simon & Johnson, 2015). By being responsive to students, the teachers wanted
to be viewed outside of their role as a teacher—becoming a trusted individual. These findings
align with prior research suggesting that teachers value and aspire to care for their students in
meaningful ways, which contribute to teachers holding their students and themselves to high
expectations across the school year (Aspelin & Jonsson, 2019; Canrinus et al., 2012; Lavigne,
2014; Miller et al., 2017).
In summary, as the purpose of this study was to examine teachers’ beliefs and practices
for building teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I schools, there remained dissonance
between the findings and extant literature. Regarding teachers’ cultural beliefs and culturally
responsive practices, teachers seldom mentioned how they built teacher-student relationships
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considering the current sociopolitical climate and structural inequality. For example, the teachers
mentioned how they applied their students’ lived experiences, interests, and needs to modify
instruction, important to create rich dialogue about high expectations, team building activities,
differentiated instruction, mutual respect (Lopez, 2017; Samuels, 2018). However, there was
little to no discussion about the way that school curriculum has historically perpetuated
institutional racism, which requires the need to provide more inclusive practices, contributing to
stronger relationships with students. Teachers with socio-culturally conscious beliefs may
recognize that the multiple ways of perceiving reality (e.g., through thinking, behavior, and
being) can be influenced by race, ethnicity, and social order within society, while affirming
responsibility for promoting students’ learning (Banks, 1996; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Also, the
teachers did not mention how their racial identify as White, female teachers, as the ethnic and
cultural background of teachers often differs greatly from their students (Endo, 2015). America’s
teachers continue to be less racially and ethnically diverse than their students, as approximately
75% are White, female teachers (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019; Sleeter, 2017),
which could have implications for how they built relationships with students. Regarding
motivation, teachers’ motivational beliefs, connected to Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci
& Ryan, 1985, 2000), were not as salient among the findings as the other theoretical frameworks.
There were links to all three basic psychological needs, but not as much in direct relation to how
they impact their interactions with students in their classrooms, but more so during their teacher
preparation program and involvement in school-wide collaborative engagement. However, the
teachers’ need supportive practices (NST; Stroet et al., 2013) and culturally responsive pedagogy
(CRP; Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010) were more prominent among the findings as there were linkages
to literature and theoretical concepts within each and across all three themes.
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Connections to Integrated Theoretical Framework
I have provided an illustration of the findings that is informed by the integrated
theoretical framework of teacher-student relationships (see Figure 5). The teachers’ beliefs for
building teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools were aligned with the
literature that focuses on teacher beliefs about culture and motivational beliefs. The teachers’
beliefs about culture for building relationships with their students emphasized asset-based
thinking. When the teachers acknowledged their students’ cultural backgrounds as assets,
teachers demonstrated trust, care, and empathy for their students. All the teachers were more
inclined to share beliefs that valued their students’ backgrounds based on their lived experiences
and interests. Teachers’ asset-based thinking bolstered their abilities to build relationships with
their students, which was further undergirded by trusting in students’ capabilities, compounded
by their care and empathy. The teachers trusted their students by accepting and respecting their
students’ feelings and capabilities. Overall, the teachers were interested in opportunities to
converse with students to build relationships based on trust. While teachers sought to build
relationships based on a rapport of trust, they believed that having care and empathy helped them
to strengthen their bond with students—more emphasis on students’ socioemotional well-being.
Through having care and empathy, the teachers believed in the importance of building teacherstudent relationships by wanting to establish and maintain a responsive learning environment.
The teachers’ motivational beliefs for building relationships with their students included the
three basic psychological needs of autonomy, competency, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985,
2000). The teachers’ perceived autonomy, competency, and relatedness were connected,
allowing them to build teacher-student relationships. The teachers’ perceived competency
allowed them to have a stronger sense of perceived relatedness with students.
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Figure 5. Connections to Integrated Theoretical Framework.
The teachers’ perceived competence required the satisfaction of their need to maintain
autonomy within their schools. For example, the teachers were given opportunities by their
administrators to collaborate with other teachers through data chats, observe veteran teachers,
and engaging in other job-embedded professional development workshops. In a cyclical fashion,
the teachers’ perceived competence required the satisfaction of their need to maintain autonomy
within their schools. As the teachers built upon their sense of competence, they became more
motivated to consider other practices that would allow them to interact and be connected to their
students. For example, the teachers utilized the strategies they learned from engaging with their
colleagues to become responsive to students in their classrooms.
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There were instances where the teachers had their needs of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness met, which allowed them to build relationships with students. For example, Patricia
mentioned how she spent her entire career in Title I schools because she had a better
understanding of students’ behaviors and academic needs while being able to co-create interest
boards, and check-ins with her students. Heather and Jamie believed they were teaching in a
school that was free of judgment without mentioning any importance in receiving rewards for
teaching and did not express fear of their administration or federal mandates. All the teachers
provided how they became more strategic and purposeful in building relationships with their
students on their own terms. Thus, teachers experienced intrinsic motivation as they became
inherently interested in their practices, which led them to meet their professional values and
goals in the field of education through building teacher-student relationships.
The teachers’ practices for building teacher-student relationships in urban, Title I
elementary schools were aligned with culturally responsive pedagogy and need supportive
teaching. All the teachers expressed and provided evidence of how they engaged in teaching
practices that acknowledged and empowered students based on their cultural backgrounds inside
and outside of the classroom. The teachers’ self-reported practices overlapped across tenets of
culturally responsive pedagogy for building relationships with their students (Gay, 2000, 2002,
2010). For instance, the teachers maintained high expectations for student performance which
resulted in making well-informed curricular decisions and being emotionally connected to their
students. The teachers strengthened their emotional connections with students due to their
consistent engagement with their students’ families.
The teachers practiced cultural responsiveness by high expectations to inform their
instructional practices. When the teachers set high academic expectations through curricular
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decisions in culturally responsive ways, they may enhance their relationships with students
(Mayfield & Wade, 2015; Reis & Renzulli, 2010). The teachers sought to maintain a balance
between high academic and behavioral expectations through their emotional and social bonding
with students. This was enacted through having routine, individual conversations with students to
promote successful outcomes. The teachers may consistently set and communicate high
expectations when they are more aware of their students’ cultural backgrounds, which shape the
way they enact curricula (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Kelley et al., 2015; Linan-Thompson et al.,
2018). In order for the teachers to enact their practices, they relied on the support of school
administration and collaboration with other teachers. This aligns with literature on academic
optimism in which the teachers’ collective efficacy of high expectations for student learning
based on trust among colleagues (Hoy et al., 2006; Smith & Hoy, 2007).
All the teachers conveyed how they engaged in teaching practices that satisfied students’
psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness through need supportive
teaching (Stroet et al., 2013). The teachers’ autonomy support and structure allowed them to
build relationships with their students. Through providing structure, the teachers provided
opportunities for student involvement that led to building teacher-student relationships. The
teachers shared practices where they aimed to meet all three of students’ basic psychological
needs. The teachers communicated guidelines and were available to students as all the teachers
had an open dialogue policy for them to ask questions and receive support for their
socioemotional and academic needs, enhancing the teacher-student relationship building process.
Thus, the teachers’ practices of autonomy support and structure helped to meet their students’
needs. Regarding choice and guidance, the teachers created guidelines for high academic and
behavioral expectations but realized that when students were provided with varying options to
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accomplish tasks, they were able to meet their expectations. To provide autonomy support and
structure, all the teachers communicated behavioral expectations before establishing academic
expectations.
The teachers valued the relationships they could build with students as they understood
that it takes time to learn more about students, which could be done through creating and
maintaining procedures together. Depending on the amount of structure that teachers provided, it
made it more feasible for them to be more autonomy supportive, and vice versa, within their
classroom environment. The teachers recognized that in order to build relationships, they had to
meet students’ needs through clear and consistent communication while remaining available to
students and demonstrating empathy. All the teachers engaged in routine, informal and formal
check-ins to gauge student needs, beginning when students walk in the classroom door to when
they leave for dismissal. Through teachers’ practices of providing structure, by consistently
encouraging students through high expectations and procedures to meet expectations, their
students may have been able to have their needs met, which enhanced their relationship building
process. All the teachers shared practices of providing autonomy support, structure, and
involvement through creating an open classroom environment. The teachers provided
opportunities for students to express their thoughts and feelings, ask questions, and receive
informational feedback from their teacher and peers. During this process, teachers remained
responsive to students in the classroom.

Implications for Practice
This study has several implications for practice regarding teachers' beliefs and practices
for building relationships with students in urban, Title I elementary schools. All urban, Title I
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elementary school educators, such as teachers and administrators, need to examine their beliefs
and practices for building relationships with students. Additionally, teacher preparation programs
need to plan for their teacher candidates’ experiences to help them develop their beliefs and
practices for building asset-based relationships with students in urban, Title I elementary schools.

Urban Title I Elementary School Educators
Regarding findings on school-wide collaborative engagement with colleagues, the
teachers sought and benefited from student-centered support from teachers which helped to
enhance their relationships with students, which was modeled and supported by their
administrators.
Based on the findings, I suggest that teachers seek opportunities to shadow veteran
teachers during instructional hours if they can have support staff or resources teachers cover their
classrooms. Teachers should also consider collaborating with resource teachers, such as
instructional coach and resource teachers to plan ways to incorporate students’ backgrounds and
needs into their instructional practices. The teachers in this study benefitted by being able to gain
awareness of students’ socioemotional and academic needs, which also enhanced their students’
engagement and comprehension. As Patricia and Jamie served as school leaders, they lead and
participated in data chats and job-embedded professional development workshops. Teachers may
consider leveraging data chats with other teachers to also conducting fishbowls and lesson
studies where more teachers can learn and practice student-centered strategies to enhance their
relationships with students. Teachers may be able to consider how they can incorporate their
learned strategies into applied practice within their classrooms across different subject areas,
whether self-contained or departmentalized, to connect with their students.
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The teachers in this study were also responsive to students in their respective classrooms
which helped them to build relationships with their students. The findings suggest that teachers
should never assume their students’ lived experiences, interests, and needs as the teachers were
focused on building asset-based relationships with students. Like Heather, teachers need to find
opportunities to explore the local community (e.g., popular, local supermarkets, or shopping
centers) to make closer connections with their students by incorporating knowledge of their lived
experiences and interests into instruction. For example, teachers can embed their findings in
examples and questions within district-mandated, text-based curriculum and develop grade-level
reading materials to help students make further connections to the content. If teachers are not
able to venture into students’ local communities, like Jamie, they should consider eating in the
school cafeteria with students to learn about them by engaged in more personable interactions
while asking students questions about themselves. Teachers should also consider creating interest
boards, like Patricia, to keep track and share accountability with students to utilize students’
interests during instruction and when holding individual conversations to build relationships with
them. Patricia also offered ways that teachers could leverage district curricula by allowing
students to choose which leveled reading books they want to read, which could provide teachers
more opportunities to gain insight into students’ interests and build relationships.
While learning about students’ lived experiences, interests, and needs, teachers can also
be responsive by valuing and incorporating student voice to build relationships with their
students. For example, teachers can facilitate class-wide discussions, like Heather, by including
accountable talk which can allow for more bonding to occur between students as well to
strengthen the foundation for building relationships with their students. Teachers may be able to
increase students’ opportunities for meeting high expectations and boost their confidence by
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listening to each other’s ideas, providing constructive commentary, and asking or answering
questions, which could also aid in students’ comprehension of academic content. Teachers
should also make their students feel included in decision-making processes, like Jamie, which
could be facilitated through daily, problem-solving through storytelling exercises. This practice
would help to enhance the classroom environment as students could learn from each other to
make better behavioral and academic choices. Teachers could enhance their relationships with
students by establishing a more responsive classroom environment through continuous
collaboration between students and with their students. Teachers may also build relationships
with their students by creating group contingency reward system, like Patricia’s which was based
on students’ interests to provide a positive behavior support system for students beyond tangible
rewards. This practice could also allow teachers to maintain consistent student accountability for
meeting high expectations.
Additionally, the teachers in this study were able to build relationships with students
when they demonstrated care and trust. To demonstrate care, like Heather, teachers should
consider repeating affirmations to encourage their students to improve their socioemotional and
academic proficiency, especially when building relationships with English Language Learners
(ELLs), while holding high expectations to remain supportive of students. To demonstrate care
and trust, teachers can also allow students to be involved within the process of behavior
management that integrates restorative practices and cooperative discipline to increase equity
within the classroom. For example, teachers can co-create reflection areas with students, like
Jamie, by including counting strategies, squishy balls, and sketch boards to remain responsive to
students’ socioemotional needs—creating a kinship, or family atmosphere, to feel safe, loved,
valued, and nurtured. Teachers should also demonstrate care and trust for building teacher-
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student relationships by remaining involved in students’ lives. Like Patricia, teachers may
consider engaging in routine check-ins with their students’ families, schedule appointments with
the school social workers or guidance counselors, and individual check-ins with students upon
their arrival to remain responsive to students’ mental and physical well-being.
Also, administrators can help teachers build relationships with students by encouraging
asset-based relationships and providing teachers with opportunities to engage in student-centered
support from other teachers. To encourage asset-based relationships, the teachers perceived their
administrators as explicitly stating and modeling expectations for building relationships with
students by being responsive to students’ backgrounds and needs. For example, Jamie and
Heather’s administrators sought approaches to seek genuine interactions with students to
encourage students’ success for meeting high expectations. Administrators can begin by being
consistently present in the school hallways at the beginning of the school year and talking
positively about teachers to students. Administrators should also work to directly speak with
individual students about their progress on formal tests and congratulate students’ success with
teachers, which can be done on a whole class or school-wide level. Also, administrators need to
give teachers intentional time and space for engage in student-centered support from other
teachers to collaborate during instructional, planning, or faculty meeting hours. During this time,
administrators could provide teachers, like Jamie and Patricia, with opportunities to lead and
participate in data chats and job-embedded professional development workshops to be
responsive to teachers’ needs and concerns for supporting students. Administrators should also
consider allocating Title I monetary funds to hire more school staff rather than rely solely on
prepackaged curricula kits or technological tools, which would provide more personalized
approaches for enhancing socioemotional learning to increase student achievement. When
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possible, allow teachers to loop with students, like Jamie, to build relationships based on having
a sustained, in-depth understanding of students’ backgrounds and needs.

Teacher Preparation Programs
The findings pertaining to teachers’ experiences in their asset-based teacher preparation
program suggests the need for courses focused on framing and modeling of asset-based
relationships and engagement in Title I school clinical experiences to build teacher-student
relationships.
Teacher preparation programs should begin by providing coursework experiences that
focus on framing asset-based relationships through class discussions with anecdotes and
vignettes for teacher candidates to view students, families, and communities in Title I schools
with an asset-based lens. This would allow teacher candidates to consider their own biases when
learning about students’ backgrounds throughout the program and teaching career. In order to
model asset-based relationships, teacher candidates need to be provided the opportunity to take
turns leading morning meetings and other community-building strategies with their peers for
practicing to build asset-based relationships with students. This would allow teacher candidates
to reframe their preconceptions and address misconceptions about building relationships with
students.
Teachers in this study shared how they were encouraged by their professors to teach in
urban, Title I elementary schools as they gained familiarity with and appreciation for similar
school contexts during their clinical experiences. If teachers are able to engage in Title I school
clinical experiences, they may have a better understanding of students’ lived experiences and
examine school dynamics to build relationships with students through an asset-based lens. For
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example, teacher candidates may benefit from coaching opportunities, like Jamie and Heather,
with a supervising teacher who helped her to make more theory-to-practice connections through
practicing instructional and classroom management strategies with learned from courses to build
relationships with students. From these coaching opportunities, teacher candidates may be able to
reframe their beliefs about setting and communicating equitable expectations. In order for
teachers to have meaningful, asset-based experiences in their Title I clinical experiences, teacher
preparation programs should consider the following recommendations:


Identify and place teacher candidates in Title I schools with school cultures that value
building relationships with students with supportive administrators;



Provide intentional placement of teacher candidates with teachers that serve as
models for building asset-based relationships with students;



Engage teacher candidates in context-based professional development opportunities
that allow teachers to visit several teachers’ classrooms, beyond their assigned
classroom placement, that model asset-based relationships with students;



Require teachers to compose and share daily reflections about their beliefs and
practices that relate to cultural responsive pedagogy, motivational beliefs, and need
supportive teaching practices; and



Require students to engage in inquiry projects that focus on building asset-based
relationships with students in their classroom placements.

During all levels of clinical experiences, university supervisors also play a significant
role in the development of their teacher candidates’ beliefs and practices for building teacherstudent relationships. Findings from this study indicated that when the teachers were teacher
candidates, they relied on the guidance of their university supervisors who served dual roles—
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being an evaluator and mentor—coaching them through their clinical and first year teaching
experiences. University supervisors, like Jamie’s, need to encourage teacher candidates to build
relationships with their students by advising them to reach amicable resolutions with their
students by understanding students’ backgrounds to ensure expectations for student success.
Additionally, university supervisors should model building asset-based relationships with their
teacher candidates, in contrast to Patricia’s university supervisor, by encouraging them to thrive
beyond circumstance and understand that they are still learning. This would model respect and
support for students that teacher candidates should apply with their students in their teaching
career. Therefore, university supervisors should espouse practices that encourage teacher
candidates to build asset-based relationships by adhering to the following recommendations:


Engage in regularly scheduled, one-one-conferences with teacher candidates as a
leading approach to learn about their lived experiences, interests, and needs to model
building asset-based relationships with students;



Routinely visit teacher candidates’ classroom placements to share monitor and
connect to their experiences for increased understanding and follow-up conversations
about how they have been able to establish their beliefs and practices for building
teacher-student relationships;



Utilize seminar spaces as a time to guide teacher candidates’ exploration of their
beliefs about culture with connections to their experiences in their classroom contexts
with implications for next steps to improve their practices;



Integrate more collaborative assignments that allow teacher candidates to work with
each other to examine their beliefs and practices for building relationships with
students; and

151



Model how to engage in inquiry projects that focus on building asset-based
relationships with students in their classroom placements by doing so with teacher
candidates.

As a result, teacher candidates may be better prepared to identify, examine, and reflect on
their beliefs and practices for building teacher-student relationships. These implications for
practice would also serve to improve teacher retention in urban, Title I elementary schools.

Conclusion
In this section, I discuss the limitations and my future research directions related to
teachers’ schools, teachers’ experiences, and data collection methods in this study. I also discuss
the significance of the study as it pertains to the field of education. I conclude this section by
sharing my personal reflection on this study by considering my background as a former urban,
Title I elementary school teacher and current teacher educator.

Limitations and Future Research Directions
Pertaining to the schools of the teachers in this study, the teachers’ experiences were
relegated to the same school district, which also limited the designation of the types of schools
that were determined to be urban, as categorized by their respective school district. Findings
from this study cannot be used to generalize teachers’ beliefs and practices across other different
types of urban, Title I elementary schools across the state or nation. However, the findings may
be able to be transferrable, serving to evoke resonance, among other teachers who may have had
similar experiences in their urban, Title I elementary schools. For my future research, I will
consider targeting various types of school districts, or at least another school district, to expand
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the categorization of schools being classified as urban. Additionally, as the teachers in this study
taught at either at public, neighborhood or magnet schools, I will also aim to recruit teachers
from community, charter, or other private schools.
Also, there were limitations among the teachers experiences that participated in this
study. First, I sought for a balance of grade levels (at least one teacher from each grade level,
grades 3-5) as I aimed to not select all teachers from the same grade level if possible. While four
teachers were able to be recruited, with representation from each grade level, attrition was
present. The only teacher who represented fourth grade withdrew from this study. Therefore, the
findings from this study were only limited to the experiences of teachers currently teaching in
either third or fifth grade levels. However, Patricia and Jamie both had experience teaching
fourth grade, which may have affected their beliefs and practices. To expand the findings of this
study, I will continue to seek to recruit teachers from fourth grade levels. Secondly, all teachers
in this study came from the same, racial and ethnic background. For example, all teachers selfidentified as White/Caucasian. This may entail that their beliefs and practices could have been
influenced by similar lived experiences connected to their identity that may have affected their
lens as educators for building relationships with students in urban, Title I schools. My future
research would focus on recruiting a more racially and ethnically diverse population of teachers
to include their experiences, which may be similar or different to the beliefs and practices of
teachers in this study. Thirdly, all teachers came from the same, teacher preparation program.
Based on the teachers’ responses, their program was able to be described as providing teachers
with experiences based on developing an asset-based lens for building relationships with students
and their families in Title I schools. For future research, I will aim to recruit teachers from
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different teacher preparation programs to find possible differences in teachers’ beliefs and
practices being informed by different programs.
Additionally, there were limitations in the data collection methods that I was permitted to
use to answer the research questions that guided this study. First, the time of year that the data
collection was permitted to start was affected by school re-openings across the nation due the
persistence of the COVID-19 pandemic. Coming into the new academic school year, school
districts had to take various, fluctuating precautions to safely invite teachers and students back to
school, following applicable health precautions to prevent the spread of COVID-19. Therefore,
when interviewing the teachers, they had not yet began establishing relationships with their
students like previous school years. As a result, the teachers were less likely to be able to refer to
current outcomes of building relationships with students. Moreover, due to the chances of the
general population contracting COVID-19, the study was bound by the university institutional
review board’s requirements to provide participants with an appropriate, brief timeline for data
collection and ensure safe contact with participants. For example, I was limited to using digital
videoconferencing platforms to recruit and interview teachers, rather than in-person methods.
However, this method did allow me to recruit and maintain contact with teachers as they were a
significant distance from where I would have been able to meet with them. Post-pandemic, I will
strive to interview and observe teachers in their school context to seek a more in-depth
examination of their beliefs and practices. I will aim to interview teachers throughout the school
year, pending current outcomes of building relationships with students, while still relying on
teacher-selected artifacts. During this process of data collection, I would also hope to gain
students’ perspectives to examine any reciprocation of motivational beliefs and interpretation of
their teachers’ practices for building relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools.
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Significance of the Study
Amidst the challenges that persist within urban school settings, this study examined
connections between teachers’ motivational beliefs, need supportive practices, and culturally
responsive pedagogy for building relationships with students in urban, Title I elementary
schools. This study addressed the increased need to investigate teachers’ motivational and
cultural beliefs within urban, Title I schools, and how they build teacher-student relationships
that promote student success (Hornstra et al., 2015; Milner, 2018; Schmid, 2018). Teachers’
beliefs, in terms of their attitudes and values regarding students’ cultural backgrounds were
studied, which have previously been undergirded by trust, care, and empathy with ties to warm
demanding teachers (Allen & Fitzgerald, 2017; Bonner, et al., 2018; Samuels, 2018). This study
also extended upon previous about teachers who are culturally responsive being found to
communicate high expectations, actively navigate curriculum, promote emotional connectedness,
and practice community engagement (Cholewa, 2012; Eslinger, 2014; Siwatu et al., 2017;
Wiggan & Watson, 2016).
In this study, research grounded in culturally responsive pedagogy was used to inform
how self-determination theory and need supportive theory may enhance understanding about
teacher-student relationships, especially in urban schools, which have been rarely connected
within the field of education (e.g., Stroet et al., 2015; Wallace et al., 2014). Teachers’
motivational beliefs, rooted in SDT, have previously been found to impact teachers’ abilities to
coordinate positive, affective interactions with students (Butler, 2012; Hachfeld et al., 2015;
Hornstra et al., 2015), while teachers’ need supportive practices have emphasized school
structures, classroom quality, and student behaviors (Cook et al., 2018; Hoglund et al., 2015;
Reeve et al., 2014). Based on extant literature, this study provided teachers with the opportunity
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to share in-depth experiences about their beliefs and practices for building teacher-student
relationships, which is needed to clarify and expand (Schaffer et al., 2018) the story of teachers’
experiences in a Title I school within an urban school setting.

Personal Reflection
This study developed my understanding of teachers’ beliefs and practices for building
relationships in urban, Title I elementary schools. When I began this research, I had only been
used to hearing from teachers in this school context that I had shared experiences with, as their
colleague. However, through this study, I was able to consider other perspectives that may have
not shared the same background as me, personally and professionally. By conducting this study,
I also had the opportunity to examine my own beliefs about the concept of teacher-student
relationships, especially within the urban school context. I was grateful to have been able to
reflect on my own experiences as I gained invaluable insight into teachers’ experiences in the
field of education, today.
This study also emphasized the importance of considering how teachers’ motivational
beliefs, need supportive teaching practices, and culturally responsive practices are integral for
building teacher-student relationships. I am optimistic that the findings from this study will help
influence the current and upcoming generation of elementary teachers, especially those in urban,
Title I school contexts. Therefore, I hope to produce scholarly publications, present at
conferences around the nation, and lead professional development workshops at urban, Title I
elementary schools based on the findings from this study.
Considering that this study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, I appreciated
the opportunity to finetune my technological skills by being required to use web-based video
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conferencing platforms, via Zoom, to complete my interviews with each of the teachers in this
study. I had to remain patient and proactive in ensuring that my facilitation of the use of
technology was effective in capturing the voices of the teachers in this study. There were times
when I was anxious about there being a loss of connection during interviews, but I am grateful
this was not an occurrence that stifled my completion of this study. In the future, I may still
consider Zoom as a viable option to conduct more studies with participants across the nation.
The most important result of this study was that each of the teachers benefited from
participating in this study. For example, Heather mentioned, "I think about 'How can I phrase
questions to ask my students to just like help build our relationship…?'" She believed the
opportunities for "actively thinking and talking about building relationships" from the interview
would help her "get started [with the new school year] even stronger" than previous years.
Patricia stated, "[I've been] thinking about my role, which made me realize that I was the one that
was controlling everything. I would be curious to get a student's perspective on using the
community building techniques to see do they find it of benefit." Jamie also expressed, "[The
interview process] reignited a little bit of my passion [by]being more reflective. I'm actually
thinking about the best teacher I could be and the best relationships I can have." Therefore, all
the teachers confirmed they acquired benefits from being participants in this study. I am also
delighted that all three teachers included in this research continue have continued to teach at their
respective schools, either face-to-face or online, as they continue to build relationships with their
students.
The findings from this research have also shaped the way I teach university-level courses.
At the undergraduate level, I will improve my approach for supporting my teacher candidates’
experiences, through a more focused asset-based lens in foundational courses and clinical
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experiences. For example, I will encourage my teacher candidates to engage in inquiry projects
focused on identifying, examining, and reflecting on their teaching beliefs and practices for
building teacher-student relationships. When teaching graduate courses, I will also engage my
students in inquiry. However, I will also facilitate discussions in class that are focused on the
importance of engaging in culturally responsive pedagogy and becoming cognizant of their
motivation to create equitable experiences for students in various learning environments,
especially for building relationships with students in urban, Title I elementary schools.
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APPENDIX D:
SCRIPT FOR OBTAINING VERBAL INFORMED CONSENT

Script for Obtaining Verbal Informed Consent
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study
Title: Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices for Building Teacher-Student Relationships in Title I
Schools
Study # 1117

Overview: You are being asked to take part in a research study. The information in this
document should help you to decide if you would like to participate. The sections in this
Overview provide the basic information about the study. More detailed information is provided
in the remainder of the document.
Study Staff: This study is being led by Raven Robinson who is a doctoral candidate at the
University of South Florida’s College of Education. This person is called the Principal
Investigator. Other approved research staff may act on behalf of the Principal Investigator.
She is being guided in this research by Drs. Jennifer Jacobs and Sarah Kiefer.
Study Details: This study is being conducted at the University of South Florida’s College of
Education and is supported/sponsored by USF’s College of Education. The purpose of the
study is to provide an in-depth examination of third through fifth grade teachers’ beliefs and
practices for building relationships with students in Title I schools.
As part of this study, you will agree to participate in a virtual, five-week data collection
period, which will consist of 3 interviews (with member checking) beginning September
2020 through November 2020. You will be interviewed for approximately 60 minutes, per
interview session, for a total of 3 hours, which will take place via password-protected video
conferencing via Microsoft Teams or Zoom.
The interviews will be informed by your experiences as a teacher and artifacts that you
choose to share (not including student data) to inform your interview responses. After the
completion of interviews, you will also be asked to engage in a member checking process for
you to review a summary of your responses and initial themes based on your individual
interview data. To complete the member checking process, you may choose to complete and
return a member checking guide via email, or have a brief conversation via phone or video
conferencing for 15-30 minutes with the Principal Investigator.
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Participants: You are being asked to take part in this study because you are a certified,
general education teacher from upper-elementary grade levels—third, fourth, and fifth
grade—and currently teaching at an urban, Title I school as designated by your respective
school district, during the 2020-2021 school year, remaining as the teacher of record during
the research period, and have at least one year of teaching experience in a Title I school
setting prior to the 2020-2021 school year.
Voluntary Participation: Your participation is voluntary. You do not have to participate and
may stop your participation at any time. There will be no penalties or loss of benefits or
opportunities if you do not participate or decide to stop once you start. Your decision to
participate or not to participate will not affect your job status, employment record, employee
evaluations, or advancement opportunities.
Benefits, Compensation, and Risk: We do not know if you will receive any benefit from
your participation. However, you may enhance your ability to identify, examine, and reflect
on your teaching beliefs and practices for building relationships with your students
throughout the remainder of your teaching career. You will be compensated $50 for your
participation. This research is considered minimal risk. Minimal risk means that study risks
are the same as the risks you face in daily life.
Confidentiality: Even if we publish the findings from this study, we will keep your study
information private and confidential. Anyone with the authority to look at your records must
keep them confidential.
You will be compensated $50 as you complete all the scheduled study visits according to the
pro-rated amount based on participation, Interview #1: $10; Interview #2: $10; Interview #3:
$10; Member checking $20, for each study visit you complete. You will receive compensation
proportional to your participation, regardless of whether you withdraw or are withdrawn by the
researcher.
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential. We cannot guarantee absolute
confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if required by law. Certain people
may need to see your study records. The only people who will be allowed to see these records
are: Dr. Jennifer Jacobs, faculty advisor, and Dr. Sarah Kiefer, faculty advisor, and The
University of South Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB) and its related staff who have
oversight responsibilities for this study, and staff in USF Research Integrity and Compliance.
Your information or samples collected as part of the research, even if identifiers are removed,
will NOT be used or distributed for future research studies.
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, call Raven Robinson at 850339-4176. If you have questions about your rights, complaints, or issues as a person taking part
in this study, call the USF IRB at (813) 974-5638 or contact the IRB by email at RSCHIRB@usf.edu.
We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not let anyone know your
name. We will not publish anything else that would let people know who you are.
Would you like to participate in this study? [PI will record if verbal consent is given](yes)
Date:
Name:
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INTERVIEW #1 GUIDE: INITIAL INTERVIEW
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APPENDIX F:
INTERVIEW #2 GUIDE: ARTIFACT-BASED INTERVIEW
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APPENDIX G:
INTERVIEW #3 GUIDE: CLOSING INTERVIEW
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APPENDIX H:
PROCESS OF HYBRID THEMATIC ANALYSIS

Figure A1. Process of Hybrid Thematic Analysis.
Note: From the article “Demonstrating Rigor Using Thematic Analysis: A Hybrid Approach of
Indictive and Deductive Coding and Thematic Development” by J. Fereday and E. MuirCochrane, 2006, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, (5)1, pg. 84. Creative Commons
license: CC-BY. Reprinted with permission.
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APPENDIX I:
CODE MANUAL
Teacher Motivational Beliefs Initial Codes
Code 1
Label
Definitions

Code 2
Label
Definitions

Competence (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009)
Perceived ability to effectively interact with
students, while striving to attain mastery in
teaching for desired outcomes.
Autonomy (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009)
Desire to be a causal agent in one’s own
teaching experiences, including the ability to
facilitate students’ learning experiences.

Code 3
Label
Definitions

Relatedness (Niemiec & Ryan, 2009)
Desire to interact, be connected to, and
experience caring for students.
*Teacher beliefs codes adapted from Self-Determination Theory by Deci and Ryan (1985; 2000)
as well as need supportive teaching by Stroet and colleagues (2013, 2015).
Teacher Need Supportive Practices Initial Codes
Code 4
Label
Autonomy support (Stroet et al., 2015, p. 588)
Definitions
Teachers provide students with opportunities to
express their own feelings, thoughts, and
perspectives on the tasks at hand, whether
positive or negative.
Description
e.g., choice, fostering relevance, and respect
Code 5
Label
Definitions
Description

Structure (Stroet et al., 2015, p. 588)
Teachers communicate clear and consistent
guidelines and by being available when
students have questions.
e.g., clarity, guidance, encouragement, and
informational feedback
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Code 6
Label
Definitions

Involvement (Stroet et al., 2015, p. 588)
Teachers demonstrate their affection and
interest, by encouraging empathy and prosocial behavior in the class, and by being
available to all students in class.
Description
e.g., affection, attunement, dedication of
resources, and dependability
*Teacher practices codes adapted from Need Supportive Teaching coding manual developed by
Stroet, Opdenakker, and Minnaert (2013, 2015).
Teacher Culturally Responsive Beliefs and Practices Initial Codes
Code 7
Label
Competency 1: Reﬂect on one’s cultural lens (New America, 2019)
Definitions
Culturally responsive educators routinely reﬂect on their own life
experiences and membership in various social groups (such as by race,
ethnicity, social class, and gender), and they ask themselves how these
factors inﬂuence their beliefs about cultural diversity.
Code 8
Label
Definitions

Code 9
Label
Definitions
Code 10
Label
Definitions

Code 11
Label
Definitions

Competency 2: Recognize and redress bias in the system (New America,
2019)
Culturally responsive educators seek to deepen their understanding of how
social markers (such as race, ethnicity, social class, and language) inﬂuence
the educational opportunities that learners receive.
Competency 3: Draw on students’ culture to share curriculum and
instruction (New America, 2019)
Central to culturally responsive teaching is the belief that students’ cultural
background is a resource to learning.
Competency 4: Bring real-world issues into the classroom (New America,
2019)
Culturally responsive educators employ lessons and regularly assign
projects that require learners to identify complex, real-world issues they
encounter in their daily lives and propose solutions for these problems.
Competency 5: Model high expectations for all students (New America,
2019)
These educators do not assume some students will inevitably underperform
on the basis of their race, culture, or other group diﬀerence.
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Code 12
Label
Definitions

Code 13
Label
Definitions

Competency 6: Promote respect for students diﬀerences (New America,
2019)
Culturally responsive educators assess how learners from diﬀerent
backgrounds experience the environment and encourage students to reﬂect
on their own experience with bias.
Competency 7: Collaborate with families and the local community (New
America, 2019)
Culturally responsive educators assume that parents are interested in being
involved in their children’s education and they develop engagement
strategies that are sensitive to the unique barriers faced by immigrant
families, families of color, and low-income families.

Code 14
Label

Competency 8: Communicate in linguistically and culturally responsive
ways (New America, 2019)
Definitions
Culturally responsive teachers also work to honor and accommodate home
languages, including by advocating for translation services and resources in
various languages.
*Teacher beliefs and practices codes adapted from the Eight Competencies for Culturally
Responsive Teaching framework developed by New America (2019) based on Gay’s theory of
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (Gay, 2000, 2002, 2010).
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APPENDIX J:
MEMBER CHECKING GUIDE WITH TEACHER-SELECTED ARTIFACTS
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